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Introduction

Medieval Fictional Story-Telling in the Eastern 
Mediterranean (8th–15th centuries AD): Historical 
and Cultural Context

“Madame,”hesaid,“Ihavebeentellingyouastory.
Storieshavebeentoldasspeechhasexisted,and sans
storiesthehumanracewouldhaveperished,asitwould
haveperishedsanswater”

KarenBlixen,Last Tales:The Cardinal’s first tale

⸪
IntheMiddleAges,theMediterraneanwasthenaturalconnectorbetweenthe
peopleandculturesarounditsshores,agreatspaceinwhichalivelymulticul-
turalinterchangeofgoodsandluxuryitemshasalwaystakenplace.However
– unlike in antiquity when political and economic unity was the rule – the
medieval Mediterranean was a shared space, disputed between various
ChristianandMuslimpowers.ByzantiumandthedifferentIslamicpotentates
alternatelyseizingpowerovertimewerethemainplayersinthestrugglefor
maritimehegemony intheeasternMediterranean,whereas thenavaldomi-
nanceoftheMuslimsinthewesternpartwasalmostunquestioned.1Fromthe
11thcenturyonwards,however,Latinnavalpowers,ItalianandCatalan,gradu-
allyprevailed,firstinthewesternMediterranean,butlateralsointheeastern,
thusreducingByzantineandMuslimpresencethere.Theshiftingbalanceof
power,alongsidetheresultingconflicts,doubtlesscausedaslowdownoftrade
in the Mediterranean area, but never disrupted the existing networks.2 Of
course,duetohistoricalcontingencies,thecontacts,whichfollowedthesame
maritime routes already established in Antiquity, developed with variable
intensity.Thefrequencyseemstohavereachedapeakfromthe10thcentury
onwards, when a lively diplomatic and commercial exchange between the

1 Fahmy,Naval Organisation.
2 OnthisconceptseeValérian,“MedievalMediterranean”;seealsoCoulon/Valérian,“Introduc-

tion”inCoulon/Picard/Valérian,Espaces et RéseauxI,pp.9–18.
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AbbasidCaliphateandtheByzantineEmpireflourished,3afterthelatterhad
succeededinregainingsomeoftheterritories(Crete,largepartsofSyria)pre-
viouslyconqueredbytheMuslims.4

The exchanged goods which, for the most part, belonged to the realm of
courtculture,playedanessentialroleinshapingtherelationshipsbetweenthe
Christian-ByzantineandIslamicworlds.Whethertheyweremeanttoformu-
latefeelingsofsuperiorityovertherespectiverivalorofadmirationtowarda
superiorculture,5luxuryobjects,usuallytravelinginthebaggageofdiplomatic
envoys,6 served not only as political communication. By transferring icono-
graphicmotifsandstylistic features,aswellas technicalachievementsback
andforthacrossthesharedsea,theyalsobroadenedtheknowledgehorizonof
both sender and receiver, thus making possible cross-cultural exchange,
beyondthepoliticalandconfessionaldivides.

Sureenough,themovementofluxuryitems,whetherofferedasgifts,cap-
turedasspoilsorsoldastradegoods,wasnotconfinedwithintheMediterranean
space,rathertheytraveledalongpathwaysthatextendedfarbeyondit,span-
ningCentralandNorthernEuropeaswellasBaghdad,andevenfurtherinto
CentralAsiaandChina,includingthewelldocumentedmaritimeroutetothe
Indian ocean.7 This never-ending movement allowed a common visual lan-
guagetoarise,whichexplainsthesimilaritiessuchluxuryobjectsshare,most
notablyregardingornamentalandiconographicfeatures.8

Farbeyonditsdirectinvolvementasapartnerinpoliticalanddiplomatic
dialogue,Byzantiumalwaysheldaveryspecialpositionwithintheconnected
Mediterraneanspace,firstandforemostbecauseofitsgeographicalposition
whichletitfunctionasacontactpointandahubforeverykindoffineartifact
(manyofwhichwereproducedbytheByzantinesthemselves),beingitselfat

3 See Drocourt, “Christian-Muslim diplomatic relations”; Kennedy, “Byzantine-Arab
diplomacy”.

4 Canard,“ByzantiumandtheMuslimWorld”;Felix,Byzanz und die islamische Welt.
5 SeeonthistopicWalker,The Emperor and the World,whocharacterizesthevaryingmeanings

theexchangeofobjectsbetweenByzantiumandIslamhadovertimewiththeconceptsof
“emulation,appropriation,expropriation,parity”.

6 OnboththepoliticalandeconomicmeaningofgiftexchangeseeCutler,“GiftsandGift
Exchange”;seealsoHilsdale,“Gift”.

7 OntheByzantinetradeconnectionstoIndiaintheearlyByzantineperiod,seePigulewskaja,
Byzanz auf den Wegen nach Indien.

8 SeeHoffmann,“PathwaysofPortability”,pp.16,26;cf.Grabar,“SharedCulture”.
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the same time the longed for destination of countless travelers, merchants,
andadventurers.9

TheMediterranean,however,wasnotonlyaspaceofconflictandmerchan-
dise:artifactsandtechnologywerenottheonlygoodsthatcirculatedacross
theMediterranean.Inthismultilingualandmulti-culturalzone,characterized
by the coexistence of a wide array of literary languages, a broad market for
ideas,narrativesubjects,motifsand,moregenerally,knowledge,wasalsoavail-
able.Admittedly,thiskindofculturalmobilityisfarmoredifficulttoidentify,
which partly explains the lack of scientific attention it has experienced
foralongtime.10Onlyinthelastdecade,anincreasingpopularityoftranscul-
tural studies provided a variety of new, both theoretical and paradigmatic
approachesinthisregard.11Tobesure,objectsareconcrete,theycontinueto
existandthereforecanbephysicallytouched;theevidencetheyofferisboth
visibleandtangible,whereasliterarymotifsareimmaterial,unsteadyentities,
freefloatingacrossspaceandtime,andthusdifficulttograsp.12Andyet,arti-
factsandnarrativemotifs,betheytransmittedinwrittenororalform,some-
timesspeakasimilarlanguage.Whatismore,visualcultureveryoftenparallels
theliteraryone,whosereverseimageitis,insofarastheliteratureoftenstays
behindthepictureasitsactualsourceofinspiration.Amostimpressiveexam-
pleofthiskindofinteractionisthetaleofAlexander’smarvelousflightastold
inversionbetaoftheLife of Alexander,whichwastobecomeafavoritesubject
inmonumentalart,aswellasinluxuryobjects.13Inthisrespect,too,Byzantium
functionedasadistributorandrecycler, inaway,ofexoticeasternnarrative
material,whichitforwardedtoWesternEurope.14

Still,scattered,mostlyoral,narrativemotifswerenottheonlyimmaterial
goods which traveled westwards and eastwards across the Mediterranean:
wholestories,evenbooksmadethejourneytoo.Theyallbelongtowhatthe

9 SeeCiggaar,Western Travelers;Majeska,Russian Travelers;Izzedin,“Quelquesvoyageurs”;
stillusefulisEbersolt,Constantinople byzantine.

10 On the notion of “cultural mobility”, see Greenblatt, “Cultural Mobility”, esp. pp. 1–23,
wheremedievalculturalmobility,however,isnottakenintoaccount.

11 Seee.g.vonderHöh/Jaspers/Oesterle(eds.),Cultural Brokers;Merscħ/Ritzerfeld(eds.),
Lateinisch-griechisch-arabische Begegnungen; Borgolte/Dücker (eds.), Integration und 
Desintegration.

12 On the great mobility of narrative motifs see Cupane, “Bisanzio e la letteratura della
Romania”,esp.43–45;seealsomorerecentlyYiavis,“PersianChronicles,GreekRomances”,
esp.38–41.

13 SeeKalavrezou“MarvelousFlight”,aswellasthechapterbyU.Moenniginthisvolume
p.170.

14 On the centrality of Byzantium in the transmission of literary motifs, see. Capaldo, “Il
ruolodellaleggenda”.
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Iranologist Angelo Piemontese has aptly called “the shared library of the
Middle Ages”, and which can be understood as a literary counterpart to the
spacelabeledastheoikoumeneinCosmasIndicopleustes’worldmap(seethe
frontcoverofthisvolume).15Thislibraryincluded,alongwithnarrativelitera-
tureofeastern(mostly IndiaorPersia)andGreekorigin,alsophilosophical
and scientific texts. They were translated from Greek to Middle Persian or
Syriac,thentoArabicbetweenthe6thand10thcenturiesAD,andlater(10th–
13thcenturiesAD)fromArabicorHebrewbackintoGreek,16butaboveallinto
Latin,andsuccessivelyintothedifferentRomance,GermanicandScandinavian
vernaculars.Together,theseworksconstitutethebodyofaMediterraneanlit-
erature,which,duetothe“tenacityinliterarystudiesofthenation”hasupto
now hardly been studied or even identified as such.17 Admittedly, from the
fieldoffictionalliteratureonwhichthepresentvolume’sfocuslays,justfiveto
sixitemsfromthisbodyofliteraturehavebeenhandeddowntous.Thispau-
city, however, is more than compensated for by their wide dissemination.
Actually, it can safely be claimed that, during the Middle Ages, the tales
includedintheaforementionedlibrary–suchastheLife of Secundus,theBook 
of Ahiqar, the Alexander romance, the tale collections Kalila wa Dimna and
Sindbad,thestoryofBarlaam and Ioasaph–werecommonintellectualprop-
ertyofallpeoplesandcultureslocatedaroundtheMediterraneanshores,at
thecrossroadsofEurope,NorthernAfricaandAsia.Asdidluxuryobjects,they
alsoreachedfarbeyondit,asfarastothenorthernEuropeancountries,andto
CentralAsia,ChinaandIndia.Whatevertheultimateoriginoftheindividual
tales may have been, all of them were appropriated (and sometimes even
expropriated)bydifferentusercommunitiesandbecamereshapedindiffer-
ent languages inordertomatchdifferent ideologiesandtomeetnewtastes
andculturalexpectations.

AdistinctivefeatureofsuchʻMediterraneanʼworksisthepeculiarformof
transmissionanddissemination,insofarastheyallconstitute,asitwere,text
“networks”, producing entangled versions of the same basic stories with a
markedtendencytoproliferationandflexibility.Adazzlinglywidespectrumof
lexicalvariationtogetherwithafree,unbiasedwayofdealingwiththecontent
doesnotallowustoreconstructoreventoassumetheexistenceofanoriginal

15 Piemontese,“Narrativamedioevalepersianaepercorsilibrari”.
16 ForanimpressiveexampleseeMavroudi,Oneirocriticon.
17 Kinoshita, “Mediterranean Literature”, p. 30. However, for a new approach see Akbari/

Mallette(eds.),A Sea of Languages,whereanattemptisbeingmadetoerasetraditional
boundariesofnationallyshapeddisciplinesinfavorofconsideringmedievalMediterra-
neanliteratureasalarge,comprehensivewhole.
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fixedtext.Itistherefore“virtuallyimpossible”–asDanielSeldenputsit–“to
chartwithanycertaintyeithertheirhistoricaldevelopmentortheirfullglobal
diffusion”.18

Alltheaforementionedtextsarepresentedandanalysedinthepresentvol-
ume,alongsideothertales,whichoriginatedinspecificcontactzones–suchas
the borderland between the Byzantine Empire and the Arab Caliphate or
FrankishGreece19–andhadamorelimitedcirculation.Ourprimaryaimisto
giveanoverviewoftherelevantnarrativematerial,inordertohighlightboth
therichandvariegatedworldofmedievalstory-tellingandthefundamental
unity of the medieval Mediterranean world, despite the existing linguistic,
confessionalandnotleastculturaldiversities.

Inselectingtheworkstobeincludedinthisvolume,weprimarilyfocused
onByzantinenarrativeliteratureasapointofreference.Inthisfield,weaimed
atprovidinganoutlineoftheexistingliteraryproductioninasdetailedaman-
neraspossible.Ofcourse,sincenarrativityisabasicfeatureaffectinginsome
degreealmosteverykindofliteraryexpression,heretooprioritieshavebeen
set,aswediscussinmoredetailbelow.

Asfortheeasternnarrativetradition,wehavechosentorestrainourselves
withintheextremelyrichandvariegatedArabic,SyriacandPersianliteratures
focusing on texts which display a high degree of interconnectivity with the
Byzantineones.Forthisreason,onlythoseworksdirectlyorindirectlyreflect-
ingsuchaninterculturalnetworkwillbedealtwith.

MiddlePersianliteratureis,inaway,aspecialcase.Ontheonehand,itdoes
not belong geographically to the Mediterranean area which constitutes our
frame of reference. On the other hand, Medieval Persia is not only the true
homeofseveraltaleswhichenteredByzantineliteratureviaArabicandSyriac
translations,butalsoproducedcelebratedloveromancesthatwereinfluenced
bytheAncientGreeknovelistictradition,andmayhave, inturn, influenced
lateByzantinevernacularromances.Theyhavethereforebeenincludedinthis
volume.

Afewwordsshouldbesaidabouttheorganizationoftheselectedmaterial.
Since both a chronological division and an arrangement by literary genres
proved impossible,weopted fora thematicorganization.Weare,ofcourse,
fully aware that other arrangements would also be possible. Several tales,
whicharedealtwithinthisvolumeunderdifferentheadings,wouldperfectly

18 For the concept of text networks see Selden, “Mapping the Alexander Romance”, esp.
41–50,quotep.42;seealsoid.,“TextNetworks”,esp.12–18.

19 Onthisissue,seeCupane,“Noieglialtri”;theconceptofcontactzonehasbeencoinedby
Pratt,Imperial eyes,p.4,cf.ead.,“Artsofthecontactzone”.
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fitthecategoryloveandadventure,forthesearebasicelementsofstorytelling.
Thus,ourmainconcernwaspointingtothedistinctiveandpeculiarfeaturesof
different texts, which otherwise belong together in both topic and stylistic
refinement.Togivebutoneexample, the talesofFlorios and Imperios tella
storyofthelove,loss,searchingandreunionoftwoyouthsofroyaldescent,as
Livistros, Velthandros andKallimachosalsodo.Infact, nonewouldcontestthat
originalworksandadaptationsofwesternstoriesarelinkedandshareseveral
commonelements.Ontheotherhand, thevery fact thatsomeauthorspre-
ferredtoassimilateandadaptforeignstoriesimpliesthattheywereexposedto
them–which,fromtheoutset,seemstobemoreprobableinWesterndomi-
natedareas,wherecultural transferhadgreateropportunities to takeplace.
Onecouldalsoassumethatatleastsomeoftheadaptationspointtodifferent
communities of receivers than the works doubtless addressed to the
Constantinopolitan aristocracy, as Livistros and Velthandros were. From this
perspective,itmakesbettersense,inouropinion,toconsidertheWar of Troy,
anadaptationofthehugeRoman de TroiebyBenoȋtdeSt-Maure,togetherwith
otheradaptedtextssuchasFloriosortheOld Knight,thanwiththeTroystories,
whichdrawexclusivelyfromancientandByzantinematerial,asforexample
theByzantine Iliad. Havingsaidthis,weconcedethatorganizationalprinciples
per searemodernconstructs.Yet,theyarenecessarywhenaimingatuncover-
ing lines of development as well as convergences and divergences in the
literaryprocess.

Thesubjectmattersof theselectedtalesencompassadazzlingvarietyof
topics:loveandadventuresarejustascommonasepic-heroicthemes,spiri-
tual and edifying subject matters, mythological stories and not least animal
tales.Thisvarietyintermsofcontentisparalleledbyasimilarʻgenericʼmulti-
plicity, ranging from what we would now label as romance to heroic epic,
(fictional)biography,didacticnarrativesthroughtoanimalsfables.However,it
shouldnotbeoverlookedthattheveryconceptofgenre,intheMiddleAges,
hadanentirelydifferentmeaningthenithastoday,hybridformsbeingtherule
morethantheexception.20

Linguistic level and style also vary from work to work, not necessarily
dependingontheʻgenericʼcategorythecompositionsbelongto.Evenbetween
differentversionsofthesameworkconspicuousdifferencesareoftenappar-
ent,sincetheyusuallyoriginatedindifferentplacesatdifferenttimes.

20 OnthemostdebatedissueofgenreawarenessintheMiddleAges,withparticularrefer-
encetoByzantium,seeMullett,“TheMadness”;ongenericinterminglingseeAgapitos,
“MischungderGattungen”;Id.,“Newgenres”;Moennig,“LiteraryGenres”.
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Yet,someconstantpatternscanbeobserved.Prosewritingdominatesin(in
itswidestsense)biographicalnarratives,edifying talesandstorycollections
(Secundus, Aesop, Alexander, Barlaam, Kalila wa Dimna, Syntipas),withstrong
variationsinlinguisticsophisticationbetweenallofthem.Medievalloveand
adventureromances,butalsoheroicpoetry,inturnareusuallyversecomposi-
tions (rhymedorunrhymed),althoughtheauthorsofHellenistic romances,
whofirstintroducedfictionalnarrativeinGreekliterature,andprovidedthe
modelforlateByzantineromancewriting,employedprose.Hereagain,very
differentlevelsofstyleandlanguagecanbefound.

Thetextsselectedinthisvolumearebutasmallsampleofavirtuallyend-
less whole. Certainly, they could not claim to cover the entire spectrum of
“Medieval storytelling in the eastern Mediterranean and beyond”.The word
ʻfictionalʼappearinginthetitleiscrucial.Thisvolumeisexclusivelyconcerned
withfictionalnarrative,Hagiographicorhistoricalwritingwouldgobeyondits
scopeandarethereforenotincluded,althoughbothgenrescertainlyabound
infeaturesmodernreaderswouldcallfictional.21However,theunderstanding
ofwhatwasorwasnotfictional, intheMiddleAges, isverydifferenttoour
own.22Thisshouldmakeuscautiousinlabellingworksasfictionalorfactual
whenreferringtomedievalevaluationcriteria.Thisisnottosay,ofcourse,that
people,intheMiddleAges,werenotabletodistinguishbetweenfactandfic-
tion, either in reality or in literature. It only means that the boundaries
separatingthetwo,atthattime,wereoftenblurred,andsometimesevenindis-
tinguishable. Actually, there are enough elements showing that medieval
audiences took several accounts (e.g. about supernatural visions, strange,
bizarreandmarvelousphenomena)wewouldlocateintherealmoffictionat
facevalue,justastheyhadnodoubtseitheraboutthehistoricityoftheTrojan
war(asitwastoldinpoetry)orabouttheveracityofAlexander’sincredible
experiencesattheendoftheworld,aplacewhichwasinscribedingeographi-
calworldmapsasbelongingtothe̒ realworldʼ,asthefrontcoverofthepresent
volume strikingly shows. Many of the heroes whose adventures have been
recountedforcenturiesacrosstheMediterraneantothedelightofcountless
readersandlistenersexistinagreyareabetweenfactandfiction.Infact,itis

21 Onfictionalelementsinhagiographicaltextsandthewaytheoriginalaudiencemayhave
receivedthem,seeRoilos,“Phantasia”,pp.21–26,asforhistoriography,seeLilie,“Reality
andInvention”.

22 SeethediscussiononthistopicbyKaldellis,“TheEmergenceofLiteraryFiction”;onthe
differencesbetweenByzantineandwesternunderstandingoffictionality,seeAgapitos,
“InRhomaian,FrankishandPersianLands”,tobereadalongsideCupane,“Unapasseg-
giata”.
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impossibletoascertaintowhichextentmedievalaudiencesconsideredfigures
suchasAesop,Secundus,BarlaamandJoasaphtoberealpersonsorliterary
figures.Asforthelatter,atleast,opinionsdiverged.WhileBarlaamandIoasaph
weregenerallydeemedtoberealsaints,andthereforeworthyofbeingincluded
intheSynaxarium oftheOrthodoxChurch(acollectionofshortlivesofsaints
arrangedintheorderoftheiranniversaries),totheanonymauthorofthelexi-
con falsely attributed to the historian John Zonaras, on the contrary, their
edifyingstorywasasanexampleparexcellenceofliteraryfiction(plasma).23

The chronological nucleus of this volume covers the period between the
11thtothe15thcentury.Inthisregard,too,ourchoiceisbasedonthespecific
literarysituationinByzantium,wherefictionalwritinginitspropersenseis
not to be found until the late 11th century.This period, though, is not to be
takenasastrictparameter.Indeed,jumpingbacktothelateHellenisticerais
unavoidablewhendealingwithByzantineliterarytextswhosestrongtieswith
theancienttraditionfirstbeganweakeninginthe14thand15thcenturies,as
theempire’sterritorialextentdwindled,westerninfluencegrewandnewcul-
turalgoodsbecameavailable.Forexample,itisimpossibletounderstandthe
formandmeaningoftheByzantinerevivaloflovefictioninthe12thcentury
withoutconsideringtheHellenisticromancesonwhichtheauthorsrely.One
cannotoverestimatetherefinedskillstheydisplaymoldingthemotifsandepi-
sodes they took from the narrative tradition of Antiquity, so they expressed
andreflectedcontemporaryconcerns,asIngelaNilssonshowsinherchapter.

The classical tradition was relevant to eastern literatures (particularly
Armenian,SyriacPersianandArabic)aswell,notonlyinthefieldsofnatural
sciencesandphilosophy.24Novelistic literaturealsobelongs to the legacyof
Antiquitybequeathedtoeasterncultures.Themosteminentrepresentativeis
certainly the fictional biography of Alexander the Great, whose variegated
Byzantine and Modern Greek afterlife is traced in the chapter by Ulrich
Moennig. The work very soon spread eastwards, was first translated into
Armenian (supposedly as early as the 5th century) and reached the Syriac,
ArabicandlaterPersian literarytraditionsfromthe7thcenturyonwards,as
describedinthechaptersbyFaustinaDoufikar-AertsandJuliaRubanovich.

Alexanderthereforemadethe‘oriental’journeybothasarealperson–as
everyoneknows–andastheprotagonistofacelebratedbook;still,hewasnot
theonlyone.Secundus,thepaganphilosopherwhodaredtoopposeimperial
power,neverleftGreece,yetthetaleofhispersistentsilence,evenonthreatof

23 Onthistopic,seethechapterbyR.Volkinthisvolume,p.417andnote68.
24 Seeonthistopic,(withparticularfocusontheArabictranslationmovementintheAbas-

sidperiod)Gutas,Greek thought.
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death,alsobecamepopularinaChristiancontext.Itspreadwidely,entering
theSyriacspeakingworldfromthe5th,andlater(9thto11thcenturies)intothe
Arabic world. Admittedly, the tale of Secundus appears to have bypassed
Byzantium;atleastitdidnotleaveanydirecttraces.Nevertheless,itsconspicu-
ousinfluenceontheBook of Sindbadfullyjustifiesitsinclusioninthisvolume.
Oliver Overwien reconstructs in his chapter the stages of the ancient tale’s
traveleastward.

A no less famous hero – or rather anti-hero – is represented in the Vita 
Aesopi,afictionalbiography,whosenarrativereachesbackintothe2ndcen-
tury AD, and which was reworked later in manifold Byzantine, and even
post-Byzantine adaptations. As Grammatiki Karla shows in her chapter, the
popularityofthisworkwasensurednotonlybyitsdualbenefitsofedification
andentertainment,butfirstandforemostbyitsparticularopennessinform
andcontent.However,unliketheAlexander LifeandtheLife ofSecundus,the
fameofAesopwasalmostentirelylimitedtotheGreekspeakingworld.Onlya
fewtracescanbefoundinSyriacandArabicfablecollectionsascribedtothe
KoranicwisemanLuqman,whowasgiventhelegendarytraitsofAesopfrom
theearlyIslamicperiod.25

Hellenisticloveromancesrankamongtheearliestconsciouslyfictionalnar-
rativeswhicharenotrootedinGreekmythology,asthebrilliantpresentation
in the introductory chapter by Massimo Fusillo illustrates. Alongside their
impactonByzantinenarrativeliterature,theyalsohadanoteworthyafterlife
inPersianliterature.Ithasbeenprovenbeyondanydoubtthatthe11thcentury
fragmentaryverseromanceWāmiq o Adrā derivesfromthe(largelyalsolost)
GreeknovelofMetiochos and Parthenope.26AsthechapterofJuliaRubanovich
shows,however,therelationshipbetweenthelovenarrativesofthetwocul-
tures appear to have been one of mutual reciprocity and exploitation of
commonthemesratherthanamorestraightforwardoneofdirectgiving-and-
taking.

Interculturaldialogue,however,isbi-directional,thejourneyfromEastto
Westwaslikewisewellfrequented.Afterhavingappropriatedthefundamental
worksofancientphilosophyandscience,whichitwastohandbacktothestir-
ringwesterncultures,theIslamicworld,inturn,bequeathedByzantiumwith
twoseminalbooksbelongingtoagenrehithertounknowninByzantinelitera-
ture,theframetalecollection.BothKalila wa DimnaandtheBook of Syntipas 
the Philosopherfitintothisgenre,andfeatureanoverallframestory,inwhich
manyothersareembedded,thusdisplayinganextremelyrefinedand,atthe

25 Onthisstillscarcelyinvestigatedtopic,seeHeller,“Lukman”.
26 SeeHägg/Utas,The Virgin;Hägg,“Orientalreception”.
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same time, complex narrative structure with several, skillfully intertwined
diegeticlevels.AsBettinaKrönungandIdaTothshowintheircontributions,
these story collections originated in India (Kalila wa Dimna) and Persia
(Syntipas)respectively.ThelatterfounditswaytoByzantiumlateinthe11th
centuryviaaSyriactemplatecirculatingintheareaofMelitene(todayMalatya,
Turkey),acitydisputedforcenturiesbetweenByzantinesandArabs(andlater
Seljuks).Kalila wa Dimna,onthecontrary,–whichwasproducedinAbbasid
Baghdadbythe8thcentury–isadirectVorlagefortheByzantineStephanites 
and Ichnelates,anditselfgoesbacktoalostversionoftheIndianPañcatantra 
viaa(alsolost)Persianadaptation.Althoughafragmentofanearliertransla-
tionisextant,thetextasawholewasfirsttranslatedintoGreekbySimeonSeth
in the late 11th century, at the request of the Emperor Alexios I Komnenos
(1081–1118). The attraction of both tale collections among members of the
Byzantinerulingclass,andeventheemperorhimselfcanbeeasilyexplained
bytheclevermixtureofdidacticanddelightfulcontentstheydisplay,aswellas
bythepossibilityforbothtobereadaspiecesofadvisoryliterature,(specula 
principis),agenrewhichwasdeeplyrootedinByzantineliterarytradition.

Thesameholdstrueforthesocalled‘spiritualtale’ofBarlaam and Ioasaph,
apieceofworldliteraturewhoseultimateorigingoesbacktoIndia,andisa
ChristianadaptationoftheLifeofBuddha.AsKalila wa DimnaandSyntipas,
thetalewasfirsttranslatedintoMiddlePersian(Pahlavi),andthenintoArabic.
However,itenteredByzantium,asRobertVolkshows,viaaGeorgiantransla-
tion, transposed into Greek by the Georgian monk Euthymios at the Holy
MountainofAthos,probablyaroundtheyear1000AD.Fromthere,througha
Latintranslation,thetalewastostartatriumphaljourneyrightacrossEurope
andfarbeyond,fromIcelandtoEthiopiaandfromPortugaltoRussia.

InadditiontothetransferofbooksandideasbetweentheByzantineand
theIslamicworlds,avividculturalexchangealsotookplaceintheborderarea
ofAnatoliaandnorthernSyria.Here,thecrossculturalcontactappearsinthe
formofacreative,independentexploitationofcommonsubjectmatters.The
poemDigenis Akritis,ahybridtextwhosegenericcategorizationishighlycon-
troversial(infactbelongingtoboththeepicandromancenarrativeworld),as
Corinne Jouanno shows in her chapter, is paralleled by comparable Arabic
heroictalesaboutholywarriorsfightingagainsttheenemiesofIslam,albeitin
reverse.AsClaudiaOttrightlysuggests,theromanticandultimatelya-historic
spirit of the poem may be plausibly understood as an implicit criticism of
the “bloody, brutal and humorless way of life of the Islamic holy warriors”.
The crucial role of orality within the transmission history of these texts
becomesparticularlyobviousinOtt’schapter,whererecitationperformances
in past and present times are linked together. Of course, reading aloud and
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performativestorytellingwerethemainpathsoftransmissionoffictionallit-
erature in the whole medieval Mediterranean, as Carolina Cupane and
PanagiotisRoilosdemonstrateintheirchapters.

Fromthe12thcenturyonwardsthebalanceofpowerintheMediterranean
wascompromisedbytheincreasedpoliticalandeconomicpowerofwestern
Europeancountries, firstlybytheItalianmaritimerepublics,andfinallydis-
rupted by the Crusades. By the 14th century, it can safely be said that the
MediterraneanhadbecomeaLatintradingspace,withtheByzantinesnothing
morethanjuniorpartners,whosemereexistencedepended,attimes,onfood
supplyfromtheWest.Cheaperproductsfromwesternmanufacturingsuchas
pottery, textiles,andobjectsd’art, floodedtheByzantinemarketslowlysup-
plantinglocalproducts.27Thisshiftinproductivityisfaithfullymirroredinthe
vernacularliteratureofthattime.Here,too,theliterarymarketisdominated
byarangeofitemsofwesternprovenance.Highlypopularloveandadventure
tales,suchastheWar of TroybyBenoîtofSt-Maure,theromancesofFloire et 
Blancheflor, Pierre de Provence, and Apollonios King of Tyruswere translated
from French or Italian into Greek vernacular, most probably (but by no
meansexclusively)inperipheralzonesnolongerbelongingtotheByzantine
Empire.KostasYiavisanalysesinhischapterthemanifoldwayssuchforeign
importswererecastinordertofitthedifferentculturalbackgroundsofnew
audiences.

TheliterarysceneoftheByzantinecapitalitself,however,didnotremain
unaffectedbythenew(enforced)opennesstowesternliteraryinfluences.The
so called ‘original romances’ (Livistros and Rodamne, Velthandros and Chry-
sanza, Kallimachos and Chrysorrhoe) – original insofar as the anonymous
authorsdidnotadaptforeigntemplates–usedseveralmotifsfrommedieval
Frenchloveallegory,firstandforemosttheideaofthejudgementatthecourt
ofLove.AsCarolinaCupaneshowsinherchapter,therealmofLovethepro-
tagonists enter in a dreamlike vision functions as a peculiar space of the
marvelous,akindofsecularotherworldmodelledupontheChristianoneasits
reverseimage.28

TheimpactofnewliterarysubjectmatterfromtheWestinlateByzantine
vernacularliteratureisparalleledbytheinnovativewaytime-honoredmytho-
logicalthemessuchastheTrojanwarwerehandled.BoththeAchilleidandthe

27 On the decline of Byzantine economy in its final centuries (13th–15th), see Laiou/
Morrisson, Byzantine Economy, pp. 182–89; ead., “Byzantine Economy”, pp. 1156–64;
Matschke,“LateByzantineurbanEconomy”,esp.pp.474–78.

28 On the links with vision literature from the middle Byzantine period, see Cupane,
“HeavenlyCity”.
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Byzantine IliaddrewtheirmaterialnotfromtheHomericpoemsthemselves,
but from Middle Byzantine chronicle writing (mostly the chronicle by
Constantine Manasses), and modelled it, as Renata Lavagnini points out,
accordingtothepatternsof thePalaiologanvernacularromances.Although
neitherseemstobeindebtedtothewesternnarrativetradition,theAchilleid,
atleast,iscertainlywellacquaintedwithwesternfashionandattire,albeitdis-
playing,at thesametime,aconspicuouscompetenceconcerningByzantine
militarytechniques.Thismixtureoftraditionalandinnovativethematicand/
ormotivic elementsisundeniablyatypicalfeatureofLateByzantinevernacu-
larwriting.

Afurther,nolessimportantcharacteristicistheoveralltendencytohybrid-
izationthataffectstheliteraryproductioninthevernaculartoamuchhigher
degreethanthelearnedone.Thistrendbroughtforthacreativecontamina-
tionbetweendifferent genres,ultimately leadingtotheemergenceofseveral
sui generisworks.29Narrativeisalwayspartofthemixture,butitsextentvaries,
rangingfromahighsharetoasuperficialcolouring.

TheConsolatory Fable about Bad and Good Fortuneandthelearnedpoem
On ChastitybyTheodoreMeliteniotes,forinstance,drawinmanywaysfrom
thepooloftheromancetradition,fromwhichtheybothtakeseveralmotifs
andfeatures(forinstance,themotifofpilgrimageandsearch,thedescription
ofpalacesanddelightfulplaces).However,theycombineitwithboththedis-
course of French didactic and love allegory and that of apocryphal writings
andhagiographicworksdescribing katabaseis (descents) to theUnderworld
by focusingon the individual,dream-likeexperienceof thenarrating I,and
featuringonlypersonificationsofabstractideasaspersonae dramatis.30

The Book of Birds andtheEntertaining Tale of the Quadrupeds,bothdialogic
poemswithanimalsasactingpersonae andwithapronouncedsatiricalunder-
tone,maybereminiscentofeasterndisputepoems,butdrawatthesametime
on the learned Byzantine tradition of progymnasmata (fore-exercises). In
theseworks,narrativeelementsarealmostcompletelywithdrawn,not least
duetoboththeirdialogicstructureandsatiricalgesture.31

Alloftheseworkscouldindeedreasonablybelabelledfictionalnarratives.
Thus,onecouldmakeaclaimforthemtobeincludedinthisvolume.Onthe

29 Onthiskindofʻgenericʼintermingling,seeMoennig,“LiteraryGenres”.
30 BothworksarebrieflydiscussedinthechapteronOriginalRomancesbyC.Cupaneas

witnessesofthereceptionhistoryoftheromances,pp.118–19.
31 Forgeneralinformationonthetexts,seeBeck,Volksliteratur,pp.173–75;forparallelswith

eastern(Arabic)literaturePrinzing,“Rangstreitliteratur”;foraslightlydifferentopinion
seeMoennig,“LiteraryGenres”,pp.175–79.
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otherhand,theirvery hybridity,togetherwiththemostlysubordinateroleof
thenarrativeelement–andnotleastthelimitedspaceavailable–werestrong
argumentsagainstthem.Theyhavethereforenotbeentakenintoaccount.

Thewidedisseminationthroughspaceandtimeofexemplaryliterature,as
representedbytheframetalecollections,andotheredifyingnarrations,both
ofGreekandEasternorigin,suchasthe(fictional)LivesofAesop, Secundus, 
Barlaamand,firstandforemost,ofAlexander,standsinsharpcontrasttothe
conspicuous isolation of vernacular Greek romances. These mostly have a
flimsy manuscript tradition, and in some cases have been handed down
throughonlyonemanuscript.Thereareexceptions,ofcourse:Digenis Akritis, 
Livistros and Rodamne, forinstance,doexistinmanydifferentversions.They
wererecastlinguisticallyatdifferenttimes–thefirstwasevenputintorhyme
orprose–andinthesenewformswerestillreadwell intothe17thcentury.
Imperios and Margarona andtheTale of Apolloniosare,inaway,specialcases,
for they are the only two vernacular romances which, in a rhymed version,
madetheleapfrommanuscriptintochapbook(firstprintedinVenice1553and
1524respectively,andreprinteduntiltheendofthe18thcentury),whatensured
themenduringpopularity.Still,theirpopularitywasrestrictedtothenarrow
milieu of the Greek speaking, uneducated subjects of the Ottoman Empire,
andlackedanybroadculturalinfluence.Theyarecertainlynotcomparableto
the richandarticulated receptionofPersian love romances,which inspired
originalreworkingsinseveraleasternlanguages,letalonewiththeenormously
influentialbooksmentionedabove.This,alongsidethevagariesofmanuscript
tradition,partlydependsonhistoricalcontingencies,butalsoonthespecific
conditionsunderwhichtheheirsofByzantineculturaltraditionwereobliged
tolive.Notleast,italsohastodowiththelowesteemthevernacularenjoyed,
evenamongtheGreekintellectualeliteitself.Thissmall,buthighinfluential
socialclass,totallyidentifiedwithclassicizing,learnedlanguage,andfeltnoth-
ing but disdain for the Barbarograeca, as vernacular Greek was called. This
mayexplainwhy,unlikeArabianFolkEpic,whichisalively,performedpopu-
lar tradition in Arabic speaking countries even today, Byzantine vernacular
epicandloveromanceshavealmostentirelydisappearedfromthecollective
memoryofmodernGreecedwindlingtojustthesubjectofacademicresearch,
andeventhenaneglectedone.

It is the one major concern of this volume to give medieval Greek story-
telling the place it deserves within the Mediterranean narrative koine, an
integralpartofwhichitdoubtlessis.Thesecond,nolessimportantgoalisto
uncoverthethickintertextualwebinwhichtheindividualtextsareweavedby
givinganoverallview,ascompleteandaccurateaspossible,of therelevant
narrativematerial.Thisistheonlywaytorecover,atleastinpart,theendless
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whisperofthecountlessstoriesonceencompassingtheentireMediterranean
world.32
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Chapter1

Mapping the Roots: The Novel in Antiquity 

Massimo Fusillo

1 Love and Adventure 

ThefewallusionstotheGreeknovelinancientauthorsarecharacterizedbya
fully negative connotation: Philostratus, Persius, and Julian the Apostate do
notactuallydescribeagenre,butqualifythis literatureasephemeral,enter-
tainingandsuperficial.1Asamatteroffacttheancientnovelneverreceived
anyrhetoricalcodification,neverenteredtherealmofcanonicalandclassical
forms,andremainedforcenturies,eveninmoderntimes,moreorlessamar-
ginalandminorgenre,quitesuccessfulbutoftenconsidereddangerousfroma
moralpointofview,until,wemightsay,theRomanticrevolution.

Startingfromthesetraceswecouldcometotheconclusionthattheancient
novelwasaphenomenonsimilartothemodernparalittérature, orentertain-
ing literature,orTrivialliteratur. It isaparallelismthatshouldbemadewith
severalcautions,firstbecausetheancientworlddidnothaveanythingsimilar
tocultureindustryormassmedia,andsecondbecauserepetitionandimita-
tionwerenotconsideredanegativefactorinancient,medievalandpre-modern
cultures.2Moreover,itiscertainlyimpossibletogiveanabstractdefinitionof
para-literature,justasitisimpossibletogiveanabstractdefinitionofliterature
itself.

Nevertheless there are some features of the Greek novel, especially in its
first phase, that can recall the category of para-literature: the repetition of
topoi andnarrativesituations,thebasicandsimplepsychologicalcharacteriza-
tion; the absolute dominance of sentimentalism; the setting in the highest
social level; the consolatory character of the happy ending mandated by
the genre; the frequent use of summaries and recapitulations in order to
help the public follow the complex plot.3 Everybody can recognize in these
featuressimilaritieswithmodern feuillettons, soapoperas,TVseries,andso
on.Butwemustalwaysremembersomecrucialpoints.Psychologicalcharac-
terizationis,forexample,atypicallymodernaestheticcategory,thatcannotbe

1 Philostratus,Epistles 66;Persius,Satires 1.134;JuliantheApostate,Epistles 89b,301b.
2 SeeFusillo,“Ilromanzoanticocomeparaletteratura”.
3 SeeCouégnas,Introduction.
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mechanicallyappliedtoclassicaltexts.Moreover,theGreeknovelcannotbe
treatedlikeasingle,homogeneousmacro-text:therearesignificantdifferences
andnuancesbetweenthevariousworksandauthors.Generallyspeaking,we
candistinguishbetweenafirstphase,popularandsentimental,whichcanbe
quiteeasilylabelledaspara-literature(Chariton,XenophonofEphesus),anda
second one, more complex from a structural and rhetorical point of view,
strictlylinkedtotheSecondSophistic,whichplayedacrucialroleinthehis-
tory of the Byzantine and modern novel (AchillesTatius, Longus Sophistes,
Heliodorus).4 But even within those two periods there are important differ-
ences, for example between the more refined, nuanced Chariton, rich of
innovative variations and psychological insights, and the more elementary
Xenophon of Ephesus, totally focussed on the evolution of the plot. And of
coursewecannotforgettheothersubgenresoftheancientnovelwewilldeal
withlater.Tosumup:thelabelofpara-literaturecanbeagoodstartingpoint
tounderstandtheroleoftheancientnovelinthesystemofliterarygenres,but
mustbethenarticulatedaccordingtothevariousidiosyncraticnarrativeand
aestheticstrategiesofthesingleworks.

IfwereadthefirstnoveloftheWesterntradition,Chariton’sAdventures of 
Chaireas and Callirhoe,wecanalreadyfindaquitedevelopeduseofgeneric
narrativesituations,especiallyregardingtherelationshipbetweenloversand
rivals,andtheunusuallysympatheticrepresentationofDionysius,acharacter
whodestabilizesthesystemofidentifications,aswewillseebelow.Theautho-
rial voice – an external narrator, extradiegetic-heterodiegetic5 – is quite an
intrusiveone,whichsometimesmakesexplicithisdirectionoftheevents.Ina
significantmomentoftheso-calledinfra-textualclosure,thebeginningofthe
finalbook,wereadthefollowinginterestingpassage:

AndIthinkthatthislastchapterwillproveveryagreeabletoitsreaders:
itcleansesawaythegrimeventsoftheearlierones.Therewillbenomore
piratesorslaveryorlawsuitsorfightingorsuicideorwarsorconquests;
nowtherewillbelawfulloveandsanctionedmarriage.SoIshalltellyou
how the goddess brought the truth to light and revealed the unrecog-
nizedpairtoeachother.6

4 SeeFusillo,Il romanzo,pp.12–14.
5 Theextradiegeticnarratorhoversoverthestoryhetells,andhedoesnotappearasacharacter

withinit;fortheterminologyseeGenette,Narrative Discourse.
6 Chariton,Chaireas and CallirhoeVIII1,trans.inReardon,Collected Ancient Greek Novels,p.110.

OnthepassageseeWhitmarsh,“DivideetRule”,esp.pp.47–48.
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Inthiscommentaryabouthisownnarration,thenarratorfocusesabasicdia-
lectics of the Greek novel: on one hand a potentially unlimited series of
adventures,organisedinasequenceoffixedtopoi,hereexpressedbyaneffec-
tivepolysyndeton(piratesorslaveryorlawsuitsorfightingorsuicideorwarsor
conquest);ontheotherhandthefinaltriumphoferos,thatoverwhelmsthe
fragmentationofspaceandtime.Theaccumulationofadventuresispresented
asanegativeelement,aimedatthehappyend;butatthesametimeitconsti-
tutesthemainpartofthenarration,creatingthepolyphonyofthegenre.Itis
interestingtonoticethatCharitonuses–wedonotknowhowintentionally–
an Aristotelian term, «cleanses away» (katharsion),7 in order to stress the
aestheticfunctionofhisfinalbook.Infact,thetheoryofthenovelimplicitin
thisself-reflexivepassage isquiteAristotelian,eventhough inaneasierand
consolatoryway:passionsandmelodramaarethecoreofthenarration,and
mustbeexperiencedandthenpurifiedbythepublic.AlsoAristotelianisthe
relevanceofrecognition(anagnorisis),whichismentionedasthemainmeans
toproducethecatharticclosure.8Recognitionis,notably,atthesametimea
topos andanarrativetechniquethatgoesbacktothesecondHomericpoem,
themostcanonicalarchetypeofeverynovelisticform(andofeveryintertex-
tualtechnique9),theOdyssey;anditisalsoadramaticdevice,typicalofancient
tragedyandcomedy,whichcondensestheAristotelian,cognitivevisionofnar-
rationasapassagefromignorancetoknowledge.InthePoetics, indeed, you
canalsofindalatent,metaphoricalsenseoftheconceptofrecognition,asa
quintessentialsourceofaestheticpleasure;foranyaudience,toenjoyawork
offictionalwaysmeanstorecognizepartsofitsownidentity,experience,cul-
ture.Thismetaphoricalmeaningofrecognition,whichmakesitverycloseto
thecrucialconceptof identification,comesbackinmanymodernaesthetic
reflexions,fromMarcelProusttoSigmundFreud:recognitionimplies,inthis
case,torecoverlostorrepressedelementsfromtheunconsciouslife.

Chariton’s significant metaliterary passage highlights the two axes upon
which is based the entire structure of the Greek novel: love and adventure.
Theycanbeconsideredtwooppositenarrativeforces:thefirstoneisclearly
centripetal,because itcreatesunityandclosure,while thesecond isclearly
centrifugal,becauseitproducesnewnarrativeepisodesandsettings.Thebasic
plotofthisgenreinvolvesacoupleofnoble,youngandextraordinarilybeauti-
fuladolescents,whofallinloveatfirstsight,areseparatedbytheChance(the

7 Aristotle,Poetics6,1449b26.
8 Aristotle,Poetics11,1452a30–32.
9 Onintertextualityasaliterarydevisebasingontheborrowingofphrasesandconceptsfrom

othertextsseeGenette,Palympsests.
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most powerful divine force of this quite secular universe), live innumerable
paralleladventures,andarere-unitedattheendinthecompulsoryhappyend-
ing.Itisacommonscheme,richlyvariedbythesinglenovelists,andwillhave
anintensereceptiontillthebaroqueageandbeyond.

Theseparationofthecouplecoversthusthelargestpartofthenarration,
especiallyinthefirst,para-literaryphase.Asamatteroffact,requitedloveand
happinessareextremelydifficult todescribe: theydonotarouseactionand
tension(auniversallaw,validinalmosteveryageandculture).Inthiscentral
section dominated by adventure, the Greek novel adapts a large amount of
classicalliterarygenres,majorandminor:epic,tragedy,comedy,lyricpoetry,
historiography,philosophy,rhetoric,paradoxography(literaturedealingwith
abnormalorinexplicablephenomena),fable,novella,ekphrasis(description).10
Intheageofpositivistphilologyalmosteachofthosegenreswasconsidered
thearchetypeofthenovel,sincethemainfocusofthescientificinterestinthe
ancientnovelwastodiscoverwhichwasitsactualancestor,asifliterarygenres
couldbetreatedlikebiologicalspecies.Evenaphilologicalmasterpiecesuch
asErwinRohde’smassivebook,11impressivebecauseofitsliteraryanalysisof
topoi, their genealogy and metamorphosis, shows no interest in the literary
strategiesoftheworksheanalyses.Todaytheperspectiveistotallydifferent:
theencyclopaediaofliterarygenreswefindinancientnovelsisseenasaproof
ofitsintertextualpolyphony,andcangivesomeinsightintoitsculturalfunc-
tionintheHellenisticageandlateantiquity.Itisafeaturewhichwillplayan
importantroleinmoderntimesaswell,ifwethinkofVirginiaWoolf ’s12effec-
tive definition of the novel as “cannibal” form, which arrived late, and
immediately tended to absorb all the other literary genres. It is a definition
whichinawayanticipatesBakhtin’snowcanonicaltheoryofthenovelaspoly-
phonicanddialogicgenre.13

The function played by those multifarious rewritings of literary genres is
twofoldandquiteambivalent:ononehandancientnovelstranscribethemin
alower,bourgeoisandeverydaydimension,almosttrivializingthemandput-
tingthemclosertoasupposedlyquitelargepublic;ontheotherhandthisrich
intertextualmaterialaimsatennoblinganewlyborngenre,aliterarybastard,
andatheroicizingtheloveofthemaincouple.

Ifadventurecoversthebiggestpartofnarration,givingtoitarichpolyph-
ony of genres, stories, and rewritings, love is still the main, unifying theme.

10 Fusillo, Il romanzo,pp.17–109.
11 Rohde,Der griechische Roman.
12 VirginiaWoolf,“Poetry,Fiction,andtheFuture,ed.McNeillie,p.434.
13 Bakhtin,The Dialogic Imagination.
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Evenifitrecoverstheclassicalrepresentationoferosasuncannyexperience
(especiallySappho’ssymptomatology),theGreeknovelpresentsatotallynew
visionoflove:itisnotbychancethatthelateMichelFoucaultgaveitsignifi-
cantspaceinhisHistory of Sexuality, definingitasanewerotic.14Thecanoni-
cal erotic relationships of the classical age were always characterized by a
strong dissymmetry of age and power: pederasty, marriage, heterai. On the
contrary, in the Greek novel symmetry plays a central role: the two compo-
nentsofthemaincouplehavethesameage,thesameextraordinary,magnetic,
divinebeauty,thesamehighsocialniveau,andlivethesameparalleladven-
tures.15Thisextremeparallelismseemsalmosttoconcretizeinthenarration
Plato’spowerfulmythabouterosandsexualdesire,Aristophanes’speechon
theandrogynousintheSymposium, whichdescribeseverykindofsexualityas
nostalgiaofalostunity.16Moreover,thisparallelismcanbealsoexplainedin
psychoanalytic terms, since symmetry is an essential feature of the uncon-
sciouslogic,whichdoesnotknowtheprinciplesofidentityandnon-contra-
diction,andthe fragmentationofspaceandtime,since itaimsatgaininga
totalizingfusion.ThebasicnarrativeoftheGreeknovelcelebratesthetriumph
of eros on space and time, eternizing the mutual fulguration of love at first
sight.Attheendofthecomplicatedplotandoftheinnumerableadventures,
the main couple is still young, beautiful and in love, as if nothing had hap-
pened. Voltaire made an effective parodic distortion of this scheme in his
Candide, depictingattheendthefemalemaincharacterasextremelyoldand
ugly,totallyunabletoenjoythehappyending.

FromathematicpointofviewtheGreeknovelseemstorealizeinitstopics
and in its basic plot the dreams and desires of a new audience (probably a
mixedmasculineandfeminineone,whichtookparttopublicreadings).17But
thisdoesnotimplythatthegenreistotallyconsolatoryandentertaining:there
are several ambiguities in the single realizations of this narrative scheme,
especiallyregardingaconstantelement:therepresentationoftherivals,who
trytoseducethemaincoupleandthreatentheirheroicchastityandfidelity.
Theircharacterizationisusuallynegative,accordingtotheidealizationofthe
heterosexualcouple,whichisthemainideologicalprogramofthisnewerotic.
Butinmanycasesthisblackandwhitevisionbecomesmoreflexible,andone
cantracesomemoreorlesslatentempathytowardstherivals.Fromthispoint

14 Foucault,History of Sexuality,vol.3,pp.228–33.
15 Konstan,Sexual Simmetry;Fusillo,Il Romanzo,pp.186–96.
16 Plato,Symposion189d-193a.
17 On different aspects of this topic, see Paschalis/Panayotakis/Schmeling (eds.), Readers 

and Writers.
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ofviewtheGreeknovelcanbereadasanembryoofthatcomplexdynamicof
modernnoveldescribedbyRenéGirardastriangulardesire.18

2 The Two Phases of the Greek Novel

Themostancientnovelsgivetheimpressionofanewlyborngenrewhichaims
atgainingliteraryprestigethroughennoblingstrategies,suchasepicandhis-
toriographical elements. In the first complete novel in Western literature,
Chariton’sThe Adventures of Chaireas and Callirohe,aswellasinthefragments
ofNinos’novel,wefindahistoricalsetting,whichgivesasenseofauthenticity
toapurelyfictionalwork:apublicdimensiontoatotallyprivateandintimate
story.Ashappensinthemodernhistoricalnovel,fromWalterScottonwards,
thissettingisnotveryaccurateorprecise:itdoesnotcomefromatruecon-
tamination with the literary genre of historiography, because its function is
almostexclusivelythatofanexquisitebackground.Asimilarfunctioncanbe
detected also in the very frequent Homeric quotations in Chariton’s novel,
whichpunctuateandunderlinecrucialmomentsoftheaction(ofcourseespe-
ciallythetoposofthewar).Moreover,theysometimesactivateaninteresting
dialectic between the quoting and the quoted text, and their narrative con-
texts,trustingtheliterarycompetenceofthepublic.

OnonehandCharitonshowstheabove-mentionedfeaturesofthefounder
ofanewgenre,19confirmedalsobyhisquitelinearandsimplestyle.Onthe
other hand he introduces interesting variations and nuances in the topic
scheme,especiallyregardingtherepresentationofemotionalconflictsthrough
interior monologues, and the triangle between lovers and rivals, as we have
already hinted at. His most interesting figure, Dionysius, is a cultivated and
noblerival,extremelyfarfromthepurelynegativecharacterizationofpirates
andothernarrativeobstacles;hearousesquiteanintenseempathy,especially
becauseofhisself-controlandeducation,althoughheisobviouslyexcluded
fromthehappyendingandthemainnarrativelogic.Fromthispointofview
Chariton’snovelsoundsmorerefinedandcomplexthanthesecondoneofour
corpus,XenophonofEphesus’Ephesiacs, whichpresentstousthebasicplotin
itsmostelementaryform,narratedwithafranticrhythm,totallyfocusedon
action and devoid of significant psychological development. Those features
couldbearesultofthenovel’sstatusasepitomeofalargerwork,buttheques-
tioniscontroversial.Nevertheless,eveninthiscasethenegativerepresentation

18 Girard,Deceit, Desire and Novel.
19 SeeTilg,Chariton of Aphrodisias.
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ofrivalsshowsonesignificantexception:thepirateHippothous,whooscillates
betweentherolesofopponentandfriend,andtakespartinthehappyending
togetherwithhisboyfriend,anusual,non-tragicvisionofhomosexuallove.

If we read just the beginning of Achilles Tatius’ novel The Adventures of 
Leucippe and Clitophon, weimmediatelyperceivethedifferencewiththepre-
viousphase,andthecomplexmaturityofthesecondrhetoricalandSophistic
one.Itisalonganddetaileddescriptionofapainting,totallyfocusedonthe
visualelement,andwithoutthenarrativeexpansiontypicalofHomericekph-
rasis. It is one of many insertions of this extremely polyphonic novel: the
descriptionofworksofartwasanothernewlybornliterarygenre,akindofart
criticism.Buttheinsertionisnotpurelydigressive:thecontentofthepainting
alludestoandanticipatesthemainnarration,andthesamefunctionwillbe
exploitedby theother two longdescriptionswhichwillopenbook3and5,
creating a well-balanced structure and an articulated infra-textual closure.
Thishermeneuticgamewiththereader,20whomustcatchsymbolicconnec-
tions and play with the expectations, is typical of this more sophisticated
phase.Infactitisanironicalpastiche oftheGreeknovel:AchillesTatiusadopts
theconventionsofthegenre,butatthesametimeironicallysubvertsthem,
withaveryambivalentattitude,notasimplyparodicone.21Itsufficestomen-
tion some significant features: chastity, which characterizes every couple of
theGreeknovel,ishereobtainedbychance,andnotbypersonalchoice.Inthe
beginning,whichclearlyrecallsacomedy,themaincoupleisgoingtohavea
secretsexualintercourse,buttheirdesiresarethwartedbytheinterventionof
Leucippe’smother.Theother interrelatedfeature, fidelity, isbrokenonceby
themalemaincharacterwhohas intercoursewithadistinctlypositiverival
figure,Melite,whoattheendwillpassthesacredtestofadulterythankstoan
ingeniouslye.Moreover,manytopoiofthegenre,suchasapparentdeath,are
multipliedbeyondverisimilitude(Leucippediesthreetimes,everytimeina
very spectacular and mysterious way). Generally speaking, Achilles Tatius’
dimensionisclosertoeverydaylifeandtocomedy:itisnotbychancethathe
adoptsafirst-personnarration,whichislinkedinancientnarrativetotheso-
calledcomic-realisticnovelwewilldealwithlater.Theentirenovelistoldby
Clitophon,afteranintroductionwhichdescribestheepicsituationofthenar-
rativeact(thecontemplationofthepainting):thischoicecertainlysoftensthe
parallelismofthemaincouple,whichisfarlessidealizedthaninotherancient
novels (separation and adventures are quite a bit shorter). Nevertheless,
AchillesTatius’novelremainsaGreekeroticnovel,andcannotbeconsidered

20 SeeBartsch,Decoding the Ancient Novel.
21 Onthisissue,seeFusillo,Il romanzo,pp.98–109.
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aparody,especiallybecauseattheenditsmaincharactersare“converted”to
theidealofchastityandfidelity,inakindofBildungsroman whichgoesbackto
thefundamentalsofthegenre.Likeeverynovelinthisphase,itisarefinedand
complexrewritingofapopulargenrethatexploitsinnovativenarrativetech-
niques,suchasarestrictedpointofviewandsubjectivenarration.

Thanks to Goethe’s enthusiastic appraisal and to Ravel’s and Diaghilev’s
famous ballet, Longus Sophistes’ Daphnis and Chloe is certainly the most
famousGreeknovel,theonlyonetohaveescapedinmoderntimesacurrent
aestheticdevaluationofthisgenre,untilitsrecentrevival.Itscontamination
withbucolicpoetrygavebirthtoahybridform,thepastoralnovel,whichwill
have a long lasting success in modern literatures. This expressive choice
implies,firstthenaturallandscapeasapredominantpresence,andacomplex
dialecticbetweenthisbucolicdimensionandalatenturbanperspective.Asa
matteroffact,theidealizationofnatureisonlythesimplestandmostimmedi-
atelevelofthisdensetext,theonewhichcanexplainitssuccess,butalsoits
somehowsicklyeffect.Ifwetrytoreadatamoreprofoundlevel,Daphnis and 
Chloe tellsthestoryofthefailureofapurelynaturalsexuality,devoidofcul-
turalmediation.WithanalmostunveiledvoyeurismLongustells in fact the
storyoftwoadolescentshepherds,totallynaive,whofallinloveandprogres-
sivelydiscovertheirmutualsexualdesire,whichtheycanfinallyrealizeonly
thankstoanexternalinterventionthatarrives,notbychance,fromthecity,in
the formofamaturewomannamedLykenion.The secondconsequence of
Longus’contaminationbetweeneroticnovelandbucolicpoetryisthusaradi-
calchangeinthecentralsectionofthebasicscheme,devotedtoadventures:in
thiscasetheusualtopoiofthispart,suchasabductionbypirates,war,travelby
sea,arereducedtoshortallusions,almostironicalquotationsfromtradition,
andsubstitutedbyapurelypsychologicaljourneyinastaticsetting.Thehappy
ending exploits the classical technique of recognition, clearly inspired by
Menander’scomedies:thetwomaincharactersbelong,infact,towealthyand
nobleurbanfamilies.Theprolepsisaboutthecharmingfuturetogether,includ-
ingaperformativerepetitionof theirexperiencewiththeirsons, is strongly
consolatory,butthefinalpunwhichalludestotheviolenceofthefirstnight
after the wedding, recalling some mythical embedded stories, confirms the
complexnatureofthisnovel,especiallyregardinggenderandsexuality.

Heliodorus’Aethiopica iscertainlythemostsignificantworkoftheGreek
novel.Thisepicandphilosophicalennoblementofalowgenre,whichwillplay
acentralroleinthehistoryofthemodernnovel,conveys,infact,aprofound
reflectiononnarration,aestheticreceptionand(cultural)identity.Itisawork
that still has much to say to contemporary culture, in particular about the
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interrelationshipbetweennarrativeandphilosophicaldiscourseandtheepis-
temologicalvalueoftemporalconfiguration.

Heliodorus’mosteffectiveinnovationontheschemeofGreeknovelinvolves
temporalmacro-structure,focalizationandnarrativevoice.Aswehavealready
hintedat, the topic lovestorybeginswith thecouple falling in love in their
common birthplace, then a separation followed by a long series of parallel
adventuresintimeandspace,andaconclusionwhichseestheirre-unification
andtheirreturntothestartingpoint,withnosignificantchangeordevelop-
mentinthecharacters.AsBakhtinpointsout, it isan“extratemporalhiatus
betweentwomomentsofbiographicaltime”.22Itisactuallyacircularstory,a
longjourneythatreturnsfinallytoitsstartingpoint,narratedinaverylinear
way.Heliodorus,onthecontrary,choosestotellalinearstory–theheroine,
Charikleia,discoversandregainsherbirthplace,Aethiopia,andtravelsthere-
forefromDelphitoMeroe–inacomplexandcircularway,beginningin medias 
res from a typical kidnapping of the couple. These features could be inter-
pretedjustasintertextualdevicesdirectlytakenfromthearchetypeofevery
novelisticform,theOdyssey,thatistosayaclusterofnarrativetechniquesthat
tendtogiveanepicarchitecturetoarecentlyborn,stillmarginalgenre.But
there is something more here that concerns an implicit philosophy of the
novel.ThemaindifferencewiththesecondHomericpoemliesinthemassive
use of restricted focalization:23 the almost cinematographic beginning in 
medias res is a mysterious scene, strictly narrated from the perspective of a
groupofcharacterstotallyunawareoftheevent.Thereaderisnotpreviously
informedaboutnames,geography,setting,context,characters,andhastoinfer
everysingleelement.Thisgradualdecipheringisnotlimitedtotheincipit,but
involvestheoverallstructureofthework.Onlyhalfwaythroughthenovel(at
theendofthefifthbook)doesthereaderlearnthebackgroundofthedramatic
situation,when it is toldonceagain, this time fromadifferent,emotionally
involvedperspective.Thisnarrativestrategyisaimedatproducingsuspense,
butalsohassemanticandthematicvalues.Itexpressestheneo-platonicvision
whichinspirestheentirenovel,becomingsometimesexplicit,forexamplein
themysticrewritingofthetoposofloveatfirstsight,directlytakenfromthe
Phaedrus.24Thedivineleavestraces,signs,clues,thatmustbedecipheredand
reconstructed in a signifying context. Hermeneutic problems are constantly
evoked: the characters, as well as the readers, often have to face mysterious

22 Dialogic Imagination,p.90.
23 ThetermwascoinedbyGenetteasasubstituteforpointofview,thusmeaningtheper-

spectivefromwhichastoryistold:Genette,Narrative Discourse,pp.189–92.
24 Plato,Phaedrus 250d-253c,inAethtiopica3.5,4–6.
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eventsthataretreatedascomplextextstodecipher.Eventheexternalnarrator
showsa limitedknowledgeof theevents,aconditionthatwouldhavebeen
unconceivablebothinancientepicandinthefirstphaseoftheGreeknovel,
andwhichwillbetypicalofthemodernistnovel.Thenarratorfrequentlylists
different interpretations of an event without expressing a preference, or
stresseshislimitedvisionwithexpressionssuchas«Ithink»,«Iguess».Asa
result,wehaveanimpressiveinterweavingbetweennarrativetechniquesand
ideology, between a self-conscious use of focalization and a Neo-platonic
vision.AccordingtoHeliodorus,realityalwaysneedsinterpretation;andtotell
acomplicatedstorywithholdingnarrativeinformation,introducingambigui-
ties, enhancing voices and visions, manipulating narrative time, is a way to
expressthephilosophicalpotentialityofthenovel.

Togetherwiththebeginningin medias res,Heliodorususesanotherstruc-
tural narrative device taken from the Odyssey, metadiegesis, transforming it
into a self-reflexive strategy. Odysseus’ long analeptic narration has a clear
metaliteraryvalue:theemotivereactionthatthepoetdepictsinhisaudience,
the Pheacians, is the same he wants to arouse in his audience. Heliodorus
amplifiesthiselement,representingacomplexrelationshipbetweennarrator
andnarratee.Thoughnottheprotagonist,asintheHomericpoem,thefirstis
averyimportantcharacter:anEgyptianpriest,Kalasiris,imbuedwithanency-
clopedic, syncretistic culture, who disserts upon Homer’s life, religious
mysteries,magic,andastrology,andseveralotherphenomena.Itiseasytorec-
ognizehereaneffectofmise en abyme25:hisfigurerecallsthatoftheauthor.
Besides,apartfromhislongnarration,healsoseemstoruletheaction:hepro-
tectsthemaincouple,deciphersandcontributestoachievingthedivineplan
ofbringingCharikleiabacktohernativeland.Theaddresseeofhisnarration
is an Athenian, (an important feature, adding to the polyphony of cultures
presentinthisnovel),Cnemon,andonecouldsaythatheembodiesapattern
ofreceptionimpliedinthefirst,morepopularphaseofthegenreHeliodorus
isrewriting.Toput itbriefly,he isa typicalsentimentalreader.Hedoesnot
distinguishrealityfromrepresentation,lovesdigressionsandspectacularele-
ments,andisextremelyimpatient,passionateandmelodramatic.Hisreception
isdefinitivelynotfalse:whenhestresseshisemotionalinvolvement:“Andif
thestorybeingtoldistheloveofTheagenesandCharikleia,whocouldbeso
insensitive, so steely-hearted, that he would not be spellbound by the tale,

25 On this narrative device (the novel is made to mirror a reality extern to the narrated
story),seeDällenbach,Le récit spéculaire.
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evenifitlastedawholeyear?”,26hetells.Heliodorus,likeHomer,iscertainly
depictingtheaestheticreactionheisaimingatproducinginhispublic.The
Aethiopica, however, is something more than a sentimental novel; the love
storyacquiressymbolicvalue,andispartofabroaderdivinedesign.Inhisnar-
ration Kalasiris tries to initiate his narratee into hermeneutic activity: the
initiate must learn to recognize a profound meaning under the surface of
events.Aninitiationthatispartiallydoomedtofailure:Cnemonwillnotjoin
themaincoupleintheirvoyagetowardsAethiopia,althoughheisfascinated
bythemystericwisdomoftheEgyptianpriest.Therelationshipbetweennar-
ratorandnarrateeisthusconceivedasahermeneuticgame,inwhichthelatter
embodiesthepopularphaseofthegenreHeliodorusisrewriting,andthefirst
the authorial strategy of a philosophical reinterpretation. Like the external
narrator,Kalasirisadoptsanarrativetechniquebasedontheconcealmentof
information and on the gradual deciphering of the concealed meaning: the
samepatternofreadingtheeventswhichisreservedtotheexternalpublicof
thenovel.27

This complex, polyphonic system of narrative voices and cultures culmi-
nates in a triumphal, baroque ending, which also has a strong meta-literary
nature.Thesolutionoftheplot,Charikleia’srecognitionasanAethiopianprin-
cess,occursinfrontofamixedaudiencethattakespartintheevents.Itisnot
asummaryretellingofthestory,aswehaveinCharitonandAchillesTatius;it
isadramatizationoftheclosure,whichcanre-echotheauralreceptivemecha-
nismofancientnovels(probablypubliclecturesintheatres),andopenlyhints
atdifferent levelsofaesthetic reaction.Rejectingawidespreadand implicit
convention of ancient and modern narrative, Heliodorus usually shows an
extremeattentiontotheproblemsoflinguisticcommunication,reflectingthe
multiculturalnatureoftheRomanEmpire.Heclearlystateswhenhischarac-
ters speakdifferent languages, whetherand howwell theyunderstandeach
other,iftheyuseaninterpreter,iftheyspeaktheirnativelanguageoraforeign
one,andhowdotheyspeakit.Inthislastscenethelinguisticfeaturesmirror
differentwaysofunderstandingtheresolutionoftheplot.

Thepopulacecheeredanddanced for joywhere theystood,andthere
wasnodiscordantvoiceasyoungandold,richandpoor,unitedinjubila-
tion, for thoughtheyhadunderstoodvery littleofwhatwassaid, they

26 Heliodorus,Aethiopica 4.4,3,trans.J.R.MorganinReardon,Collected Ancient Greek Novels,
p.426.

27 OnHeliodorus’narrativestrategies,seeamongmanyWinkler,“TheMendacityofKala-
siris”;Morgan,“ReaderandAudiences”;Hunter,“TheAithiopika ofHeliodorus”.
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wereabletosurmisethefactsofthematterfromwhathadalreadytrans-
piredconcerningCharikleia;orelseperhapstheyhadbeenbroughttoa
realization of the truth by the same divine force that had staged the
entire drama and that now produced a perfect harmony of diametric
opposites: joy and sorrow combined; tears mingled with laughter; the
mosthideoushorror transformedtocelebrations; thosewhoweptalso
laughed:thosewhogrievedalsorejoiced;theyfoundthosewhomthey
had not sought and lost those whom they thought to have found; and
finallytheofferingofhumanblood,whichallhadexpectedtosee,was
transformedintoasacrificefreeofallstain.28

Thisimportantpassageexpressesapoeticsofthenovelwhichsoundslikea
renewedandspectacularversionofAristoteliankatharsis:aharmoniouscom-
position of long, dramatic conflicts described in terms of paradoxical
oppositionsandmixedemotions.Thepopularparticipationoftheaudience,
whichis,ofcourse,alsoawishforthesuccessofthework,definesanewkind
ofaesthetic reception. Intuitiveandemotional, this reception isnotdepen-
dentonadetailedcomprehensionofthehighly-wroughtplot,explained,with
a typical Heliodorean double motivation, as the product of a supernatural
force in the form of a stage direction containing another meta-literary ele-
ment. This theatrical recognition scene, viewed by an Aethiopian audience
that does not understand Greek, and the subsequent initiation of the main
coupletoHeliosandSelene(AethiopianequivalentsofApolloandArtemis)
embodiesasyncretisticandhybridvisionofthenovel,inwhichNeo-platonic
erosistheunifyingandcentripetalforce,opposedtothecentrifugalfragmen-
tationofadventures,travels,seductions.

Thissecondphaseconsistsofthreecomplexworks,whichrewriteinvery
differentways (ironicalpastiche,bucoliccontamination,philosophical rein-
terpretation)apopularandsentimentalgenre. It isnotbychancethat they
willplayanimportantroleinbyzantineandmoderntimes,especiallyinthe
baroqueage,whentheywillbeconsideredgreatepicpoems,chosenasmodels
forthenewnarrative,adaptedintotragedies,operas,paintings,poems,cele-
bratedandimitatedbyCervantes,Racine,Shakespeare,Basile,Tassoandmany
othernowcanonicalclassics.

28 Heliodorus,Aethiopica10.38,trans.J.R.MorganinReardon,Collected Ancient Greek Novels,
pp.586–87.
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3 The Comic-Realistic Trend

TheByzantineselectionofancientnovelshasclearlyprivilegedahomogenous
corpus,whichgaveanidealizedvisionofloveexperience,particularlyaptto
allegoricalandmoralreinterpretations.Papyriandotherevidencetestifytoa
widerandmorevarioussituationofancientnarrative,confirmedbytheLatin
novel.Firstandforemostfromastylisticpointofview,wehavealreadyseen
thattheGreeknoveldemonstratesconsiderablenuancesandvariations,from
AchillesTatius’ironicalrewriting,whichowesmuchtothecomictradition,to
Chariton’sMenandreanandbourgeoisstyle,toHeliodorus’sublime,epicand
philosophicalarchitecture.ButfragmentssuchasIolaus’novel,theso-called
Greek Satyricon, or Lollianus’ Phoenikika,29 present quite different material:
explicitsexualscenes(includinghomosexualintercourses),obsceneandgro-
tesquenovellas,ghostsandmysteries,orgiesandfalsesacrifices,GrandGuignol
effects, and contamination between poetry and prose. Classical philologists
and theorists of the novel used to map ancient narrative through a sharp
dichotomy between the Greek idealized novel and the Latin comic-realistic
one.Itiscertainlynotafalseperspective,butitcannotdescribethecomplex
varietyofancientfiction.Thepapyrologicalevidenceshowsusthatasignifi-
canttrendofcomic-realisticandgrotesquenarrativewasverylivelyinGreek
literature as well, while Apuleius’ novel combines a picaresque, comic and
realisticcentralnarration(takenfromitsGreekmodel)withafinalmystical
dimension.30

Tounderstandthisimportantaspectoftheancientnovelwemustdealwith
perhaps the most fascinating, elusive, and experimental text of Latin litera-
ture,Petronius’Satyricon. Muchofthiselusivecharactercomesnotablyfrom
thetext’sfragmentarycondition,butacarefulliteraryanalysisshowsthedelib-
eratelyepisodicnatureofthisnovel:itisasubversivetextthatplayswiththe
reader’s expectations, with genre categories, narrative roles, and linguistic
registers.

Petronianinnovationsdefinitivelylooktowardsthemodernnovelandcon-
temporaryexperimentations.Firstofallishisrevolutionarytransformationof
a theme that is among the specific features of novelistic writing: travel.
Comparedtotheancientarchetypeofanyfictionofadventure,theOdyssey,
andtoitsre-useintheGreeknovel,theSatyricon showsanimpressiveabsence
ofteleology:travelsarenomoreanegativeexperience,atesttobepassedin
order to reach the final goal of conjugal reunification. In Petronius’ novel,

29 BotheditedinStephens/Winkler(eds.),Ancient Greek Novels. The Fragments,pp.314–74.
30 Ed.Zimmermann,Apulei Metamorphoseon.
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characters move from one place to another without following any organic
designfrequentlyjustforpleasure’ssake.Thetruepropulsiveforceofnarra-
tion is theencounter(a famousBakhtinianchronotope),31whichallowsthe
confrontationwithmanifoldsocialtypesandtheinsertionofavariousency-
clopedic material. In this way the novel turns out to be a voyage into the
labyrinthsof language,bodyandsexuality, inwhichadventures followeach
otherinaparatactic,irregularandcentrifugalway.

Asalreadyhintedat,asecondnoteworthyPetronianinnovationisitsopen
form.TheSatyricon frequentlyfollowsthecourseofaconversationalnovel,full
ofdiscussionsonartandpoetry,withquotationsfromorrecitationsofentire
worksofpoetry,favouredbytheencounterswithcharacterssuchastheprofes-
sorofrhetoric,Agamemnon,andespeciallythepoetaster,Eumolpus.Finally,a
lastPetronianfeaturewhichlookstowardsmodernityiscertainlyitstheatri-
cality. His characters (especially the protagonist and narrator, Encolpius)
conceivetheiradventuresintermsofsublimeliterarymodels,epicandtragic,
andreadtheirexperienceasacontinuousperformance.32

Petronius’snoveltyhasoftenbeenexplainedandlabelledwithanotherelu-
sivecategory,realism.Asamatteroffact,numerousfeaturesIanWatt(1957)
consideredtypicaloftheEnglishnovelasanew,revolutionarygenrecanbe
foundintheSatyricon (andgenerallyinancientfiction)aswell:plotsnottaken
from mythology, a stress on everyday life, the pattern of autobiographical
memory,andsoon.WalterReed33acknowledgedseveralsignificantnovelistic
elementsinancientprosefiction,suchastheuseofcontemporarycharacters,
psychological analyses, reflections on social conditions, and sophisticated
awarenessoftheconventionalityofliterarytradition.Nevertheless,hedenies
thegenrethedefinitionoftruenovelbecauseofitsreligiousidealizationand,
inthespecificcaseofPetronius(theonlyonedevoidofanytranscendence),
becauseofthearistocraticbiasofhisparody.MargaretDoody,34onthecon-
trary,hasstronglydefendedthecontinuitybetweentheancientandmodern
novel,totallyrejectingthenoveltyofBritishnarrativeofthe18thcentury.

Literaryhistory,likethesecularone,doesnotfollowanyteleologicaldevel-
opment, but is mostly ruled by chance and unpredictability. Petronius’s
idiosyncraticcreationfounditsproperreceptionfirstinthe20thcentury,espe-
cially regarding categories such as new picaresque, nomadism, queer and
camp sensibility. The first canonical picaresque novels of 16th and 17th

31 SeeBakhtin,The Dialogic Imagination,pp.111–29.
32 Panayotakis,Theatrum Arbitri.
33 Reed,An Exemplary History of the Novel.
34 SeeDoody,The True History of the Novel.
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centuriesseemtohavebeenmoreinfluencedbythesecondLatinarchetype,
Apuleius’Golden Ass, whichwastranslatedintoSpanishintheearly16thcen-
tury.35Ifwelookespeciallyatthenarrativeorganisation,bothApuleiusand
theSpanishpicaresquefollowquitearegularpattern:thepotentiallyinfinite
seriesofencountersandadventuresarealwaysobstaclestosurmountinorder
tosurviveandsatisfyprimarydrives.Indeed,inApuleiusthereisateleological
element,theorientationtowardsthefinalmetamorphosisbacktothehuman
form,althoughitisbasicallyobscuredbyamassiveinternalfocalizationonthe
“I”actor,whichprovidesthesingleepisodeswithagreatautonomy.Fromthis
pointofviewtheNoveloftheAssisaparodicversionoftheidealizedsenti-
mental novel, just as the Spanish picaresque novel is a parody of pastoral
romance.Petronius’sadventures,ontheotherhand,aremuchmoreirregular,
andfrequentlymotivatedonlybycuriosityandaimlesspleasure.TheSatyricon 
indeedsoundsquiteanarchicandnomadic;thatisthereasonwhyitcanbe
compared,withthenecessarycaution,totheso-callednewpicaresquenovel,
typical of 20th-century literature (Céline’s Voyage au bout de la nuit, Kafka’s
Amerika, Grass’sBlechtrommel andsoon).36

Moreover,Petronius’sambivalentre-useofconsumergenres(mime,panto-
mime,sentimentalnovel),togetherwithhispromiscuousvisionofhomosexu-
ality, and especially his melodramatic theatricality, has been read by Cecil
Wootenasafirstoccurrenceofacampsensibility:anembryonicarchetype.37
First defined by Susan Sontag,38 camp notably indicates a mixture of irony,
theatricality,aestheticism,andjuxtapositionofincongruouselements;aplay-
fulre-useofconsumerculture;andarefinedcontaminationofkitschwithcul-
tivated,high-browelements.Itisamodecharacteristicofpostmodernculture,
andinparticularofgaycommunities,whichoftenhavestrongrelationships
withmanifoldicons.39Sincecampimpliesashiftingandperformativeideaof
subjectivity,itoftenusesapicaresquenarration:asinGusVanSant’sMy Own 
Private Idaho, a road movie often compared to the Satyricon (a comparison
supportedbythedirector,whoacknowledgeshoweverthathereadthenovel
afterthemoviewasreleased),andcharacterizedbyacampytheatricalartifici-
alityandaprofoundsenseofnomadicdislocation.

35 SeeGarciaGual,The Ancient Novel,esp.pp.183–86.
36 OnthisissueseeFusillo,“FromPetroniustoPetrolio”.
37 Wooten,“Petroniusandcamp”.
38 Sontag,“Notes on Camp’”.
39 SeeCleto,Camp.
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4 Fantastic Novels

Lucian’sTrue Histories isastrangecaseofarationalistsatireagainstincredible
andunlikelynarrativespresentedasrealexperiences,whichhasbeenreadand
appreciatedpreciselybecauseofitsfantasticcontents.Inapara-textualpref-
acetheauthordeclaresthateverysinglewordofhisnarrationisalie.Afterthis
subversive pact with his reader, (which radicalizes the famous paradox of
Epimenides),thenarratortellsalargenumberofincredibleadventures,witha
subjective technique and restricted point of view which give an effect of
authenticity.40Thereisatbaseaprofoundtension(aFreudianKompromiss-
vorstellung)betweentherationalistprogramandalatentpleasureinutopian
imagery,evidentinfamousepisodes,suchastheshipinsideawhaleor,espe-
cially,thevoyagetothemoon;episodesthattransformeditintoanarchetype
offantasticliteratureorevensciencefiction.41 TheTrue Histories testifythusto
alargesectorofancientnarrative,whichisquitedifficulttomap,firstbecause
itisalmosttotallylost,andsecondbecauseitsborderswithothergenres,such
as historiography, biography, ethnography, geography, are quite fluctuating.
Nevertheless, we can argue that antiquity did have a fantastic novel, whose
masterpiece might have been Antonius Diogenes’ The Incredible Adventures 
beyond Thule, onceconsideredthearchetypeoftheGreeknovelortheprinci-
paltargetofLucian’ssatire,andfinallystudiedinitsautonomy.42 FromPhotius’
summaryandthepapyrologicalfragments,43wecandeducethecomplexityof
anovelimbuedwithneo-Pythagoreanvisionsthatseektochallengethelimits
oftherealworldfromeverypointofview.Finally,theconceptoftranscending
limits and borders immediately evokes a historic figure who exploited this
challenge to the greatest possible degree, Alexander the Great. His legend,
deeplyinscribedintheculturalmemoryfromWesttoEastformanycenturies,
wascreated,notbychance,byanunofficial,marginal,nomadicformsuchas
the(ancient)novel.44

40 Lucian of Samosata, True Histories 1, 4, trans. Reardon, in id., Collected Ancient Greek 
 Novels,p.622.

41 Seee.g.Georgiadou/Larmour,Lucian’s Science Fiction Novel.
42 Morgan,“Lucian’sTrue Histories”.
43 BotheditedinStephens/Winkler(eds.),Ancient Greek Novels. The Fragments,pp.101–72.
44 On the Alexander Romance see the chapters by U. Moennig, F. Doufikar-Aerts, and

J.Rubanovichinthisvolume.
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Chapter2

Romantic Love in Rhetorical Guise: The Byzantine 
Revival of the Twelfth Century

Ingela Nilsson

Inapivotalsceneofthe12th-centurynovelistNiketasEugenianos’Drosilla and 
Charikles,thefemaleprotagonistDrosillaissubjecttounwelcomebutrather
pressingattentionsfromacertainKallidemos,thebrutishsonofalocalinn-
keeper. Drosilla’s beloved Charikles is in fact sleeping inside the house, but
KallidemoshasfalleninlovewithDrosillaatfirstsightandhashismindseton
winningherheart.Thestrategyhechoosesinordertoachievethisisstorytell-
ing:“Ibeseechyoutocalltoyourmind”,hesays,“thosewhointhepastwere
unitedbyloveintoonesoul”.1Thenfollowsalonglistofliterarylovers,presum-
ablyinordertoinspireandconvincethegirl:wemeet,amongothers,Theagenes
andCharikleia(ofHeliodorus’Aethiopica),DaphnisandChloe(ofthenovelby
Longus),andHeroandLeander(ofthehexameterpoembyMusaeus).

Thisisnotanexceptionalpassageperse–storytellingisacentralpartof
courtshipinmanytraditions,fromantiquityonwards,–butthenarrativecon-
textoftheepisodeisonethatdeservesourattention.Theeventtakesplacein
one of the so-called Komnenian novels, works that were modelled on and
oftenalludedtotheancientGreeknovel.Whileallfourextentnovelsfollow
suchapattern,Eugenianosisuniqueinexplicitlymentioningtheliterarymod-
els of late antiquity. We shall therefore take the passage cited above as our
pointofdepartureforaconsiderationofaninterestingphaseinthelonghis-
toryofGreeknovelisticwriting:theByzantinerevivalofthe12thcentury.

We know of four novels written in the 12th century – the century of the
Komnenian dynasty: Hysmine and Hysminias by Eumathios Makrembolites,
Rhodanthe and Dosikles by Theodore Prodromos, Drosilla and Charikles by
NiketasEugenianos,andAristandros and KallitheabyConstantineManasses
(preserved only in fragments).2 In spite of numerous similarities as to basic

1 NiketasEugenianos,Drosilla and Charikles6,386–87,ed.Conca,p.430:Λαβεῖνσεπρὸςνοῦν
ἱκετεύωτοὺςπάλαι/ἔρωτισυγκραθένταςεἰςψυχὴνμίαν(trans.Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,
p.423).

2 ForGreektext(withItaliantrans.)ofallfournovels(includingthefragments),seeConca,Il 
romanzo bizantino del XII secolo.EnglishtranslationinJeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,with
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plotandmotifs,thefourtextsaredifferentinform:Makremboliteswrotein
prosewhileProdromosandEugenianoscomposedtheirnovelsintwelve-sylla-
ble verse and Manasses in the fifteen-syllable (‘political’) verse. Significant
differencesappearalsoinfocusandoveralltheme:Makrembolitesfocuseson
thepoweroferoticlovebydescribingthesexualawakeningofayoungman,
Prodromos seems to inscribe reflections of Byzantine diplomacy and court
ceremonial,andEugenianoslaysaparticularstressonmarriageandmarital
ties.ThefragmentaryconditionofManasses’noveldoesnotallowustodefine
any such focus, since the fragments probably reflect the excerptors’ prefer-
encesratherthanthestructureandthemeoftheoriginaltext.3Questionsof
authorshipanddatingremainpartlyunresolved,butthenovelsmaywithrea-
sonable certainty be placed in the period between c. 1135 and 1155. Their
internalsequenceis,however,stillamatterofdebate,especiallyasregardsthe
relationbetweenthenovelsbyMakrembolitesandProdromos.4Since,inthe
following,IshallfocusmainlyontherelationoftheKomneniannovelstothe
ancientnovelsandtotheircontemporarysocioculturalandliterarysetting,the
exactdatingwillnotbediscussedinanydetailhere.

1 The Composition of the Komnenian Novel: Themes and Motifs

Asalreadymentioned,theKomneniannovelsaremodelledontheGreeknov-
els of the Second Sophistic, especially Leucippe and Clitophon by Achilles
Tatius and the Aethiopica by Heliodorus, but also the pastoral Daphnis and 
ChloebyLongusandthenon-sophisticChaereas and KallirhoebyChariton.5

referencestotranslationsintootherlanguages.ForanoverallstudyofallByzantinenovels,
includingthelateByzantineromance,seeBeaton,The Medieval Greek Romance.

3 Cf.Mazal,Der Roman des Konstantinos Manasses,withitsreconstructionoftheplot,and
Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.280–82;cf.NilssonandNyström,“ToCompose,Readand
Use”.Duetoitsfragmentarycondition,thenovelbyManasseswillbepartlyexcludedfrom
the present discussion on themes and motifs; on its transmission, see further below,
pp.58–59.

4 Forarecentdiscussionofthedating,seeJeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.7–10,161–65,
275–76, 342–43; for the internal sequence, cf. McAlister, “Aristotle on the Dream “ and
“ARelativeChronology”;Agapitos,“Narrative,Rhetoricand‘Drama’”and“PoetsandPainters”.
Ontherespectiveauthorsandtheirmilieu,seefurtherbelow,pp.47–48.

5 ForthetwophasesoftheancientGreeknovel,seethecontributionbyM.Fusillointhis
volumepp.21–38.
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Thedegreetowhichthesehypotexts6arevisiblevariesfromtexttotextand
fromepisodetoepisode,fromtheextensiveandconsistentuseof Leucippe and 
ClitophoninthenovelbyMakrembolitestothepartialandmoreselectiveuse
oftheAethiopicainthenovelsbyProdromosandEugenianos.7Thenovelistic
hypotexts are combined in various manners and interwoven with citations
fromandallusionstootherancienttexts,rangingfromHomerandtragedyto
PlatoandAristotle.TheKomneniannovelsareaccordinglylearnedandpoly-
phonictexts,filledwithtranstextuallinksandliteraryallusionswhichconnect
themwithancient,late-antique,andByzantineliterature.

Withallusionasthemostcommonmeansofreferringtotheancientmod-
els, the narrative device employed by Eugenianos – to have one of his own
charactersenumeratenovelisticcharactersknownfromtheancientnovels–
becomesaninterestingcontrasttothepracticeofhisfellownovelists.Afterthe
passagecitedatthebeginningofthisarticle,urgingDrosillatorememberlov-
ersofthepast,Kallidemosdrawstheheroine’sandthereader’sattentiontothe
Aethiopica:“Arsake’sloveforTheagenes,/Achaimenes’passionforCharikleia”.8
We might have expected rather the love between hero and heroine, that is
TheagenesandCharikleia,butKallidemosisreferringtothespurnedloversof
Heliodorus,apositioninwhichheisnowabouttofindhimself.9Afteranexpo-
sitionondesire,brimmingwithallusionstoHeliodorus,Kallidemosturnstoa
morechasteexample,likewisedrawnfromthenovels:theloveofDaphnisand
Chloe. Kallidemos seems to identify with “that sweet Daphnis, only a shep-
herd”,“stillignorantofanythingotherthanlove”.10

ForlonghelovedthefairChloe,
Chloe,thatunaffectedmaiden,
whoseglancewasfirefortheyouth,

6 IntheterminologyofGerardGenetteI’mhereusing,ahypotextistobeunderstoodasan
earliertextwhichservesasasourceforasubsequentpieceofliterature:Genette,Palimp-
sestes.

7 On Makrembolites and AchillesTatius, see Nilsson, Erotic Pathos; on the use of Helio-
dorusinProdromosandEugenianos,seeAgapitos,“Narrative,Rhetoricand‘Drama’”,esp.
pp.148–56.

8 NiketasEugenianos,Drosilla and Charikles6,389–90,ed.Conca,p.432:τὸνἈρσάκηςἔρωτα
πρὸςΘεαγένην,/τὸνἈχαιμένουςπρὸςΧαρίκλειανπόθον(trans.Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Nov-
els,p.423).ThewholeepisodeisanalysedindetailbyRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.68–79.

9 Onthisepisode,seeBurton,“AReemergence”,andJouanno,“Unhéritier”.
10 NiketasEugenianos,Drosilla and Charikles6,442and445,ed.Conca,p.434(Δάφνιςἐκεῖνος

ὁγλυκύς,ποιμὴνμόνον…καὶμηδὲνεἰδὼςτῶνἐρώτωντιπλέον)(trans.Jeffreys,Four Byzan-
tine Novels,pp.424–25).
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whosewordswerebowsandherembracesdarts.
Inmattersoflovethegenerationthatispastwasagoldenone,
forhewhowaslovedrespondedgreatly;
thispresentgenerationofbronzeisincapableofthat
for,whenbeloved,itdoesnotwishtorespond.11

Hereappearsajuxtapositionofpastloveandpresent,openingforacomplaint
on the behaviour of young women who are not convinced by their suitors
(6,456–72).Kallidemosisperishing,whichbringstohismindthedestinyof
Leander,whoatleastcouldsharedeathwithhisbelovedHero;hehimselfis
just drowning from a tempest of desire (6, 494). Moving on to one further
exampledrawnfromthepast,KallidemosthenremindsDrosillaofPolyphemos
andhisdesireforGalateia:

Youarenotunawarethatofold
thefamedKyklops,inlovewithGalateia,
attemptedtoenticetheunwillinggirl,
forshegreatlyloathedtheshaggymonster
andfledfromherlover;yetshelovedhim,
forsheaimedonlylittleapplesatthegreatcreature.12

Again,Kallidemosisreferringtoagirltryingtoescapehersuitor’sembrace,
buthis interpretationofthisstoryisapparentlythatGalateiawasnotreally
tryingtogetaway.Likewise,hecontinues,Drosillamightnothaveanyapples
tothrow,butheisgratefulforher“hugesmile”(6,538:μειδίαμαμέγα)whichhe
seesasarecompenseforhis“manystories”(6,539:πολλῶνλόγων).13Justasthe
passageonHeliodoriancharacterswasfilledwithallusionstotheAethiopica,
thisepisodeisfilledwithallusionstotheIdyllsofTheocritus,sustainingthe

11 NiketasEugenianos,Drosilla and Charikles6,448–55,ed.Conca,p.434:Ταύτηςἐρῶνἦντῆς
καλῆςΧλόηςπάλαι,/Χλόηςἐκείνηςτῆςἀπλάστουπαρθένου,/ἧςπῦρμὲνἦντὸβλέμματῷ
νεανίᾳ,/λόγοιδὲτόξα,καὶπεριπλοκαὶβέλη./Χρυσοῦνγένοςπρὸςφίλτρονἦντὸπροφθάσαν·/
ὁ γὰρ φιληθεὶς ἀντεφίλει μειζόνως· / οὐχ οἷόν ἐστι τοῦτο χάλκεον γένος· / φιλούμενον γὰρ
ἀντιφιλεῖνοὐθέλει.(trans.Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p.425,slightlyrevised).

12 NiketasEugenianos,Drosilla and Charikles6,503–08,ed.Conca,p.438:Οὐκἀγνοεῖςγὰρὡς
περίφημος πάλαι / ἐρῶν ἐκείνης τῆς Γαλατείας Κύκλωψ / προεῖλκεν ἀπειθοῦσαν αὐτὴν τὴν
κόρην·/τὸλάσιονγὰρἐβδελύττετοπλέον,/φυγοῦσατὸνφιλοῦντα·πλὴνἔστεργέμοι,/μήλοις
μόνοιςβάλλουσαμικροῖςτὸνμέγαν(trans.Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p.426).

13 Cf.thetranslationsbyJeffreysinFour Byzantine Novels, p.427,andBurton,A Byzantine 
Novel, p. 137, who both translate λόγων with ‘words’. To me it seems rather clear that
Kallidemosisreferringtotheeffectofthelovestorieshehasjustnarrated.
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narrative with intertextual links.14 This is a rather common device in the
Komneniannovels:clustersofallusionsandquotationstothesameworkor
author,creatingacertainnarrativeeffect.Anightmaresceneinthenovelby
Makrembolites,forinstance,isfilledwithallusionstoancienttragedyinorder
todepictthefrightfulexperienceoftheprotagonist.15Theeffecthereinthe
novel by Eugenianos is rather comical, recalling the humorous mode of the
HellenisticTheocritus,sincethestoriesofKallidemosseembadlychosenand
areusedinanunskilfulmanner.

LetusconsiderthenarrativeschemeofKallidemos.Startingwiththechar-
actersfromtheAethiopica,hechosetobringuptheunsuccessfulsuitorsArsake
andAchaimenes.ItmayseemreasonablethatKallidemos–rivalofthenovel’s
heroCharikles–remembersthecharactersthatfoundthemselvesinasitua-
tion similar to his own, but they are examples of unrequited love and thus
highlyunsuitableforsomeonetryingtoseduceagirl.16Thenextstoryseemed
moresuitable:DaphnisandChloe,chasteandinnocentloverswhowereunited
inmarriage.ButKallidemospresentsitasanexampleofthegoldenageoflov-
ers–nothinglikeitisnow,withcontemporarygirls;thepotentialeffectofthe
story is thus thwartedas it is turned intoacriticismofDrosilla’s resistance,
hardlyconvincinghertogivein.Leavingtheancientnovelsbehind,Kallidemos
movedontoHeroandLeander–whodied,andnoteventogether–andthen
to Galateia and the Kyklops.The latter is a shaggy unsophisticated monster
who scares his beloved as he chases her, vaguely reminiscent of our own
Kallidemos.Thissimilaritybecomesapparentattheendofthelongdiscourse,
as he still gets no other reaction from Drosilla than a smile and loses his
patience:

Butstripofftoyourveryskin
andletnakedlimbslieagainsteachother;
foryourlightgarmentseemstomelike
Semiramis’wall.Maythishappentome!17

14 Theocritus,esp.Idylls1and11;seeBurton,“AReemergence”.
15 SeeNilsson,”StaticImitation?”.
16 SeeJouanno,“NicétasEugénianos:unhéritier”,pp.350–51,alongwithBurton,“AReemer-

gence”,andA Byzantine Novel,p.200.
17 Niketas Eugenianos, Drosilla and Charikles 6, 640–43, ed. Conca, p. 444: Ἀλλ’ ἐκδυθείης

μέχριςαὐτοῦσαρκίου/καὶγυμνὰγυμνοῖςἐμπελάσειαςμέλη·/ἐμοὶδοκεῖγὰρκαὶτὸλεπτόνσου
φάρος/τεῖχοςΣεμιράμιδος.Ὣςγένοιτόμοι(trans.Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p.430).
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Theattentivereader,familiarwiththeworkingsoflovers’discourse,hasknown
fromtheverystartthatKallidemoswillnotsucceed,andatthispointitiscon-
firmed: the brute has been disclosed as an unskilful narrator and potential
rapist, with no sense of rhetorical or erotic sophistication. The smiles of
Drosillaaresignificant(6,538and6,55518),becausetheyaresmilessharedby
thenovelisticcharacterandtheaudience:wesmiletogetheratpoorKallidemos,
abadnarratorwhofailedtoimpressthegirl.19

FortheByzantineaudience,therhetoricalaspectsofthepassagemusthave
been crucial for the comical effect: Kallidemos cannot convince the girl
becausehefailsinrhetoricalmethod(inventio)andinhischoiceofconvincing
exempla.Toalearnedaudience,trainedinrhetoricfromearlyyears,theexam-
pleswereclearlybadlychosenandpresented inasloppymanner.20Equally
importantwastheByzantinefamiliaritywithprevioususesofthemotifinthe
novelistichypotexts.Take,forinstance,thenovelbyAchillesTatius,wherea
similar strategy is used by the protagonist with great success: Clitophon is
advisedtotelleroticstoriestoLeucippeinordertoexciteher,whichindeed
endsinthedesiredresult.21Theaudience’sknowledgeoftherhetoricalcon-
structionofsuccessfulnarrativesalongwithlateantiquemotifsiswhatmakes
Kallidemos’subversivebehaviourcomicaland, fromaliterarypointofview,
parodical.22

The discourse performed by Kallidemos thus provides us with a unique
commentaryonnovelisticnarrationinthe12thcentury.First,withinthefic-
tional frameofhisownnarrative,Eugenianoscommentsupon thegenre in
whichheworks–asophisticated,metaliteraryandmetatextualdevice.Second,
themixtureof‘novelsproper’(Aethiopica,Daphnis and Chloe)withotherlove
stories(HeroandLeander,GalateiaandPolyphemos)indicatesaperceptionof
narrationasanoverallcategoryofthenarrativemode:thesestoriesarelove

18 Thelatter(NiketasEugenianos,Drosilla and Charikles6,555)inaccordancewithrepunc-
tuation suggested by Ruth Harder, see Jeffreys, Four Byzantine Novels, p. 428, n. 229;
cf.translationbyBurton,A Byzantine Novel,p.136.

19 Cf.Roilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.225–301,onthe“comicmodulations”oftheKomnenian
novelsandesp.pp.288–300onEugenianos.

20 Ontheaudienceandtheperceptionofthenovelsasrhetoricalworks,seeNilsson,Erotic 
Pathos,andRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,esp.pp.25–112(seealsohischapterinthisvolume),
but also (from different perspectives) Agapitos, “Narrative, Rhetoric and ‘Drama’”;
Odorico, “L’amour à Byzance”, pp. 39–40; Meunier, “La rhétorique”; Burton, “Byzantine
Readers”.

21 AchillesTatius,Leucippe and Clitophon1,16–19,andcf.4,3–5.
22 SeeHutcheon,A Theory of Parody,p.6:parodyis“aformofimitation…notalwaysatthe

expenseoftheparodiedtext”.
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stories,regardlessofwhethertheymaybeseenasbelongingtodifferentgenres.
Thisperceptioniscombinedwiththeparticularconsciousnessoftheauthor
aboutthenatureandsignificanceofearliertexts;thus,forinstance,theclus-
ters of allusions to suitable hypotexts combined with each individual love
story.Inordertograspalltheimplications,theauthorexpectshisaudienceto
havethesamerhetoricalandliteraryknowledgeashimselfand–presumably
–hisheroineDrosilla.

ThecentralrolethattheheroinethusgainsinthenovelbyEugenianosis
notunique;theKomnenianheroinesmaybechaste,23buttheyplayasignifi-
cant role on various levels of the narrative. Hysmine in particular, but also
DrosillaandRhodanthe,takeanactivepartinthedevelopmentoftheevents.
Allthreegirlsflirtwiththeheroes,forinstance,byexchanging‘kisses’bydrink-
ingfromthesamecup.24HysmineandDrosillabothagreetoelope,andwe
maynotethatRhodanthe,eventhoughsheisabducted–“willinglyornot”–by
Dosikles and his friends, describes the event as her own wish.25 These are
indeedtopoithatcanbefoundalsointheancientnovels,buttheyhavebeen
reworkedandreinforcedintheByzantineversions.26Inaddition,thecharac-
terizationoftheheroineisoftenintertwinedwiththenovels’overallrhetorical
patternandnarrativestructure.Thegirlsaredescribedintermsofdendromor-
phicandanthomorphicimagery(i.e.astreesandflowers)andinthismanner
tightlyconnectedwiththeeroticspaceofthegarden–acentrallocationinthe
novelisticsetting.27AsDosikleslamentsRhodanthe,hedescribesherinflow-
eryimagery:

Alas,Rhodanthe,whereisthespringtimeofyouryouth,
thecypressofyourfairfigure,

23 SeeGarland,“Beamorousbutbechaste”,arguingthatthechastitymotifoftheancient
novels was taken to extremes by Komnenian novelists, mirroring the expectations of
audienceandsociety.OnsuchexpectationsinaChristiansociety,seeBurton,“Reviving
thePaganGreekNovel”.SeealsoJouanno,“DiscourseoftheBody”.

24 See Rhodanthe and Dosikles 2, 120–28; Drosilla and Charikles 9, 207–11; Hysmine and 
Hysminias5,10.3–5and5,11–12.AsimilarsceneappearsinAchillesTatius,Leucippe and 
Clitophon2,9.OnflirtinginHysmine and Hysminias,seeNilsson,Erotic Pathos,pp.227–31.

25 Cf.TheodoreProdromos,Rhodanthe and Dosikles2,440and2,475–78.
26 See Jouanno, “Les jeunes filles”, on the difference between ancient and Byzantine

heroines.
27 See Littlewood, “Romantic Paradises”, and Barber, “Reading the Garden”. For a more

recent(thoughbrief)discussion,seeNilsson,“NatureControlledbyArtistry”,pp.24–26,
and foranewecocritical readingof such imagery, seeGoldwyn, “TowardsanEcocriti-
cism”.
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therosesofyourcheeksandyourlips,
theivyofyourlocks(thatstrangeadornment)
whichweavesaroundyourheadasifroundaplanetree?
Wherearetheliliesofyoufairkisses,
Themyrtleofyourbody,theverdureofyourflesh,
Theflowersofyoureyelids?…28

WemaynotethatthenovelbyProdromoshasnosetpiecegardendescription
of the kind that we find in both Hysmine and Hysminias and Drosilla and 
Charikles, but the heroine Rhodanthe still represents the erotically charged
plants of ekphrastic gardens. She thus embodies a central topos, implicitly
bringinginanarrativeelementthatalludesatbothpreviousandcontempo-
rary novels. Variations of the same device are used by Makrembolites and
Eugenianos:inHysmine and Hysminias,allimportanteroticactiontakesplace
inthegardenwhile,atthesametime,Hysmineisagarden29;inDrosilla and 
Charikles, thedepictionoftheheroineisplacedwithinthedepictionofthe
garden,hintingattheircloserelationship.30

EventhisbrieflookattheKomneniannovelsshowsthattheyofferconstant
variationsofmotifsandthemesknownfromtheancientnovel.Theyareclearly
adaptationsratherthanimitations,reworkedonmanylevelsandbymeansof
varioustranstextualdevices,andallusionstotheirmodels(andtoothertexts,
andwellastoeachother)isameansofcreatingbothtensionandmeaning.In
ordertobetterunderstandthatstrategyweshallnowmoveontoconsidering
the novels as part of the wider cultural and literary context of the 12th
century.

2 The Context of the Revival: Society and Culture

In the late 11th century, the Byzantine emperor Alexios I Komnenos (1081–
1118)introducedsomechangesthatcametohaveanimportantimpactonthe
sociocultural situation in 12th-century Constantinople. Alexios’ military and

28 TheodoreProdromos,Rhodanthe and Dosikles6,291–98:ὬμοιῬοδάνθη,ποῦτὸτῆςἥβης
ἔαρ, / ἡ κυπάριττος τῆς καλῆς ἡλικίας, / τὸ τῆς παρειᾶς καὶ τὸ τοῦ χείλους ῥόδον, / ὁ τῶν
πλοκάμωνκιττός(ἡξένηχάρις),/ὁτὴνκορυφὴνὡςπλατάνιστονπλέκων;/ποῦσοιτὰκρίνα
τῶνκαλῶνφιλημάτων,/τοῦσώματοςτὰμύρτα,σαρκὸςἡχλόη,/τὸτῶνβλεφάρωνἄνθος;…
(trans.Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p.105).

29 Nilsson,Erotic Pathos,pp.97–101.
30 Agapitos,“Narrative,Rhetoricand‘Drama’”,pp.151–52.
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diplomaticsuccessintheearlyyearsofhisreignenabledhimtoestablishan
economicandpoliticalstabilitythatlastedforalmostacentury,andwiththis
stability came internal reforms: the introduction of a military aristocracy,
basedonfamilyrelations,broughtaboutanewaristocraticidealandwiththat
anextendedsocialmobility.31Menofmodestorigincouldreachhighpositions
insocietyandthearistocraticmentalityopenedupanexpandedenvironment
for writers at the court: the imperial family and its aristocratic entourage
neededoccasionaltextsofvariouskinds.Thisneedcreatedanelaboratesys-
tem of patronage and writing on commission, involving members of the
imperialfamily,aristocrats,andalargenumberofwriters.32Thisisthekindof
environmentinwhichwefindtheKomneniannovelistsworkingbythemid-
12thcentury.

TheodoreProdromoswasoneofthemostsuccessfulcourtpoets,working
for various members of the Komnenian family. He wrote in both prose and
verseandinanumberofgenres,includingencomia,satire,hagiography,reli-
giouspoetry,letters,andcommentaries.33NiketasEugenianosseemstohave
beenlessprolific,tojudgefromtheworksthathavecomedowntous.Noless
thanthreemonodiesonProdromosindicatethatEugenianoswasoneofhis
former students and friends; other works attributed to Eugenianos include
epithalamia (wedding poems), epigrams, a funeral oration, and a letter.34
Constantine Manasses wrote numerous works for imperial and aristocratic
circles,amongwhichaversechronicle,ekphraseis (descriptions),orations,let-
ters, and narrative poems; as already mentioned, his novel has been only
fragmentarily preserved.35 Eumathios (or Eustathios) Makrembolites is the
onlynovelistwhoseidentityisobscure:hemightbeidentifiedasthesubjectof
afuneraryepigram,therecipientoftwoletters,andtheauthorofafewriddles,
butthisidentificationremainsuncertain.ThenameMakrembolitesstillcon-
nectstheauthorwithelitecirclesofConstantinopleandthis,alongwiththe
rhetoricalsophisticationofhisnovel,placeshiminthesameliterarycirclesas
theothernovelists.36

TheoverallsocioculturalsituationinConstantinoplealongwiththeinter-
activesettinginwhichpatronsandwritersmet–so-calledtheatra,asortof

31 SeeMagdalino,“TheEmpireoftheKomnenoi”,andHolmes,“Political-HistoricalSurvey”.
32 OnthedevelopmentofintellectuallifeunderManuelIKomnenos,seeMagdalino,The 

Empire,esp.pp.316–412.Ontheworkingsofpatronageinthisperiod,seeMullett,“Aris-
tocracyandPatronage”.

33 Forafullerpresentationwithreferences,seeJeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.3–6.
34 Forafullerpresentationwithreferences,seeJeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.341–42.
35 Forafullerpresentationwithreferences,seeJeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.273–74.
36 Forafullerpresentationwithreferences,seeJeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.159–60.
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literary salon – seems to have stimulated literary experimentation and the
adaptationofancientliterature.37Notonlynovelswererewrittenand‘revived’
intheKomnenianperiod,butnumerousancienttextsandgenreswereredis-
coveredandadaptedtocontemporaryrhetoricaltaste.Acommonfeatureof
manywritersistheirnarrativeconfidenceandtheirflagrantawarenessoftheir
ownsituationaswriters,acharacteristicwhichshouldbeconsideredinlight
ofthecompetitivenessofpatronageandthenecessityofself-praiseandself-
promotion.Thenovelistsareindeednoexception.Manasses,forinstance,in
hisversechronicleconstantlyfocusesonhisownroleasnarratorinchargeof
the plot, guiding his audience through the events – whether historical,
fictional,orekphrastic–whileatthesametimedrawingattentiontothecir-
cumstancesunderwhichhecomposesthetext.38Wecannoteasimilarstrategy
in the passage by Eugenianos discussed above, depicting and ridiculing the
narrativestrategiesofthecharacterKallidemos(6,382–551).Asalreadynoted,
theepisodemaybereadasametaliterarycommentontheliterarypedigreeof
the 12th-century revival; at the same time, it functions as a (self-) reflecting
remark on the narrative attitudes of the Komnenian novelists. Consider, for
instance,thedesperatepleaofKallidemosasasimultaneouspleaofthenovel-
isthimself:“WretchthatIam,Iperish,inmymiseryIamlost/unlessthese
[stories] soften you heart”.39 Moreover, the perspective of patronage and
self-promotionisrelevantforourunderstandingofKallidemosinrelationto
writer and reader: a figure of mockery for elite audiences who knew both
traditions.

The focus on rhetorical self-expression is clear in all Komnenian novels,
sometimes to the extent that the rhetorical complexity overshadows the
romanticstory.Itisnotverysurprisingthatsuchacombinationofrhetoricand
romance–bothintenselydespisedbysomanyhistoriansofliterature–hasled
tonegativejudgementsoftheKomneniannovels.40However,itisexactlyhere
thatwecanfindourkeytounderstandingthem:byacceptingthatrhetorical
artwasasattractivetotheByzantineaudienceasrealisticfeaturesmightbeto
modernreaders.Theprosenovel,Hysmine and Hysminias, isacaseinpoint:

37 On theatra, seeMullett, “AristocracyandPatronage”,andMarciniak, “ByzantineTheat-
ron”;foranoverviewoftheliterarycharacteristicsoftheperiod,seeNilsson,“Komnenian
literature”.

38 Nilsson,“DiscoveringLiterariness”.
39 NiketasEugenianos,Drosilla and Charikles6,471–72,ed.Conca,p.436:ἀπόλλυμαιδείλαιος,

οἴχομαιτάλας,/εἰμηδὲταῦτασὴνμαλάξῃκαρδίαν(trans.Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p.
425).Cf.thetranslationofταῦταinJeffreys, Four Byzantine Novels,p.425(“thesepleas”),
andBurton,A Byzantine Novel,p.133(“thesethings”).

40 Seefurtherbelow,p.56.
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thisisatraditionallovestoryinwhichtheherofallsinlovewiththebeautiful
heroine,struggleswithpassion(ἔρως)vsrestraint(σωφροσύνη),andeventually
accepts his feelings and experiences a series of adventures on his way to a
happyendingandmarriage.Thenovelisafirst-personnarrative,toldbythe
heroHysminias fromhispointofview,exploringthesexualawakeningofa
youngman.Inthismanner,therhetoricalskillsoftheauthorareusedinorder
todepictandrepresenttheemotionalpathosofthehero;whiletherelation-
shipoftheyoungcouplethusisinfocus,thetextsimultaneouslyexploresthe
relationshipsbetweennatureandart,artandreality,realityandrhetoric.41The
traditionalplotis inthismannercompressedinfavouroftheartistryofthe
textitself–itselaboratestructurewithrepetitivepatterns,combinedwithan
intricate use of the hypotext (Leucippe and Kleitophon) and numerous allu-
sionstoothertexts.Thepleasureofthenoveldoesnotnecessarilydependon
theeroticaction,butratherontherhetoricalqualityofthetext.42

A similar, yet different focus on rhetoric may be observed in the novel
by Prodromos, Rhodanthe and Dosikles. With elements drawn from both
HeliodorusandAchillesTatius,thisversenovelmaybeseenasademonstra-
tionofrhetoricaltechniques,skilfullyandcarefullycombinedandpresented
asarathercomplexplot,toldbyanomniscientnarrator.43Aclearindicationof
thenovel’srhetoricalcharacteristhepresenceofHermesastheprotectorof
thelovingcouple.44Whereassucharoleusuallygoestomoreamorousdeities,
likeErosorAphrodite,Hermes–thegodofliterarycreation–appearstopro-
tectnotonlytheyoungloversbutalsotherhetoricsofthework.Hermesthus
appearstoRhodantheinadream,promisingtouniteherwithherbeloved(3,
69–75),i.e.promisingtotakethenarrationallthewaytothehappyend.We
maycomparetoHysmine and Hysminias,whereErosisthemischievouspro-
tectorofthecouple(andofHysmineinparticular),butattheendofwhich
Hermesiscalledupontopreservethestory:

So,ifZeuswillnotplaceourdeedsamongthestars,ifPoseidonwillnot
inscribetheminthewaves,ifEarthwillnotembodytheminplantsand
flowers,ouradventureswillbesetforthasifonimperishabletabletsand
slabsofadamant,withthepenofHermesandinkandatonguewhich

41 Onartandnatureinallfournovels,seeBeaton,The Medieval Greek Romance,pp.65–68.
ForarecentstudyofthesignificanceofdescriptionsofartinthenovelsbyMakrembo-
lites,seeChatterjee,“Ekphrasis,Epigrams,andColor”.

42 Nilsson,Erotic Pathos.SeealsoRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,andMeunier,Le roman byzantin,
esp.pp.195–219.

43 Roilos,Amphoteroglossia,esp.pp.50–57;Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.14–17.
44 Roilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.50–51;cf.alsouseofHermesinManasses,onwhichRoilos

pp.52–53.
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breathesthefireofrhetoric.Andanyonefromalatergenerationwillbe
abletoretell thesemattersandwillbeableto forgeagoldenimage in
words,likeanimperishablestatue.45

Thepassageoffersadefiniteexpressionofoneofthenovel’smainthemes:the
art of rhetoric.46 At the same time, the appearance of Hermes and rhetoric
heretiesinwithboththespecificplotofHysmine and Hysminiasandthenov-
elistictradition.Hermesisindeedtheprotectoroforators,buthealsoprotects
heralds,andHysminiasistheheraldofZeus–thefunctionthroughwhichhe
meetsandfallsinlovewithHysmine.Thepassagealsocontainsreminiscences
ofDaphnis and Chloe,thusprovidingtheworkwithanimportantlinktothe
overallnovelisticbackground.47

Returning to Prodromos, we find a number of such self-conscious com-
mentsontheprocessofwritingandnarrating.48Letustakeacloserlookata
passageinbook9ofRhodanthe and Dosikles,wherethefathersoftheyoung
couplego to theDelphicPythia toenquireabout theirchildren.Rhodanthe
andDosiklesare,infact,inCyprus,reunitedwitheachotherbutnotyetwith
theirparents,whoworryabouttheirfate.TheDelphicoracleoffersanimmedi-
atethoughconfusingreplytothefathers.

Why,pairedparents,doyouseekthetwistingpaths
ofyourmuch-lovedcalfandtenderheifer?
Bythesea-girtland,bytheanimal-nurturingisland
whichfelltotheCyprus-bornbegetterofDesire,Aphrodite
(anameeitherbestowedortaken),

45 EumathiosMakrembolites,Hysmine and Hysminias 11,22.4,ed.Conca,p.686:Τοίνυνεἰ
Ζεὺςοὐκαταστερίσειτὰκαθ’ἡμᾶς,εἰΠοσειδῶνοὐκαταστηλογραφήσειτοῖςὕδασιν,εἰΓῆμὴ
καταφυτουργήσειτοῖςφυτοῖςκαὶτοῖςἄνθεσιν,ἀλλ’ὡςἐνἀμαράντοιςξύλοιςκαὶλίθοιςἀδάμασιν
Ἑρμοῦγραφίδικαὶμέλανικαὶγλώσσῃπῦρπνεούσῃῥητορικὸντὰκαθ’ἡμᾶςστηλογραφηθήσεται,
καί τις τῶν ὀψιγόνων καταρρητορεύσει ταῦτα καὶ ὡς ἀθανάτῳ στήλῃ τοῖς λόγοις ἀνδριάντα
χαλκουργήσεικατάχρυσον(trans. Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p.269slightlyrevised).
Cf.Hysmine and Hysminias4,20.3,ed.Conca,p.558:ἡγάρτοιτοῦζωγράφουγραφὶςἙρμοῦ
μοιἀκόντιον,ὅληκατεστομωμένητοῖςἐκτῶνγεγραμμένωνπροβλήμασιν(trans.Jeffreys,Four 
Byzantine Novels,p.207: “for thepainter’sbrush,completelywhettedby thepaintings’
queries,becomesHermes’javelinforme”).

46 Beaton,The Medieval Greek Romance,pp.85–87;Nilsson,Erotic Pathos,pp.75–77;Roilos,
Amphoteroglossia,p.60.OntheclosureofHysmine and Hysminias,seenowalsoCupane,
“Unapasseggiata”,esp.pp.82–84.

47 Agapitos,“PoetsandPainters”,p.183;Nilsson,Erotic Pathos,pp.77–78.
48 See esp. Rhodanthe and Dosikles 6, 280 (cf. Hysmine and Hysminias 11.23.3) and 8, 520,

commented in Jeffreys, Four Byzantine novels, p. 15, and Roilos, Amphoteroglossia,
pp.50–61.
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therebeholdingthem,youwillseewheretheywereliving,butinthat
country

crownthemwiththewreathsofthetrophy-bearingKytherean;
forErosandDesireandthefoam-bornKytherean
havesubduedthemwiththeindissolublebondsofironboundonby

thegods.49

Itisnotclearfromthetextwhethertheoraculardecreeisdeliveredorallyorin
writing,butitisasalwaysobscureandambiguous,andRhodanthe’sfatheris
bound to misinterpret it.What is interesting to us is not that he misunder-
standsthePythia–sodomanycharactersinGreekliterature–butthewayin
whichhedoesso.Hebeginstoweep,expectinghischildtohavebeenfound
dead,sincehe is “ignorantlyputtinga fullstopafter ‘were living’/andthen
passing over what followed.”50 We must then draw the conclusion that
Rhodanthe’sfatheriseitherabadlistenerorabadreader,dependingonhow
theoraclewasdelivered.Wemightofcourseimaginethatheisupsetandthat
his emotional state affects his judgement, but the expression used by
Prodromosis“ignorantly”or“withnolearning”(ἀμαθῶς),thusreferringtothe
father’seducationratherthantohisemotions.51Theepisodeshouldaccord-
inglybeunderstoodasacommentnotonlyonthenarrativeasawrittentext,
butalsoonthenarrativesituationassuch–perhapsevenaremindertothe
audience:payattention,oryoumightmisssomething!

Thispassagemaythusbeanindicationthatthenovelsbelongedinanaural
setting. Carefully constructed as written rhetorical compositions, they were
mostprobablypresentedandreadoutloudinaperformativecontext.52Again,

49 TheodoreProdromos,Rhodanthe and Dosikles9, 196–204,ed.Conca,p.288:Τίπτε,δύω
γενέτα,πολυηράτοιότεμόσχου/πόρτιόςθ’ἁπαλῆςσκολιὰςδίζεσθεκελεύθους;/χέρσῳὑφ’
ἁλικλύστῳ, ζῳοτρόφον ποτὶ νᾶσον, / ἣν λάχε Κυπρογένεια, Πόθου γενέτειρ’ Ἀφροδίτη / (ἠὲ
παρασχομένητόδε<τ>οὔνομαἠὲλαβοῦσα),/δερκόμενοιβιόωνταςλεύσετε.ἀλλ’ἐπὶπάτρης/
στέψαθ’ὑπὸστεφάνοισιτροπαιοφόρουΚυθερείης·/τοὺςγὰρἜρωςτεΠόθοςτεκαὶἈφρογένεια
Κυθήρη/δμήσατοθειοδέτοιοἀλυκτοπέδῃσισιδάρου.(trans.Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,
pp.147–48).

50 TheodoreProdromos,Rhodanthe and Dosikles9,214–15,ed.Conca,p.288:στιγμὴνἀμαθῶς
εἰςτὸ ‘βιοῦντας’τιθεὶς/κἄπειτατοῖςἔπειταπροσδιατρίβων(trans.Jeffreys,Four Byzantine 
Novels,p.148).

51 Cf. other puns on education and “class-room humour” in Prodromos, on which see
Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p.15,andthethemeoflearninginsomanyofProdromos’
satiricalworks,nottheleasttheAmathes.

52 SeeAgapitos,“Writing,ReadingandReciting”;cf.Meunier,Le Roman byzantin,pp.195–98,
andthechapterbyP.Roilosinthisvolume.
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thisisnotuniquefornovels,butformosttextsproducedintheperiod.Rhetoric
shouldnotbeunderstoodonlyasaliteraryformorasatechniqueofpersua-
sion,butasanactofcommunication,indeedawayofthinkingandstructuring
the world.53 The new situation for intellectuals in the Komnenian period,
basedtoalargeextentonthepossibilityofmakingacareerinimperialadmin-
istration thanks to orations or poems presented to the emperor or other
influentialaristocratshadgreatinfluenceontherhetoricalexpression.Texts
were presented in front of an audience; they were not restricted to books
addressedtoasmallnumberofindividuals(eventhoughthelisteningaudi-
encetoo,ofcourse,mightbelimited).54Thetextsthemselvesreflectthisbya
numberofspecificallyauralcharacteristics,suchassonoriceffectssustaining
semanticcorrespondences.Consider,forexample,thefirstfewlinesinapas-
sage in Makrembolites’ novel, describing the not so subtle flirting between
HysmineandHysminias:

Κιρνᾷμὲνοὖνἡκόρησυνήθως·ἐγὼδ᾽ἀσυνήθωςπίνωκαὶπίνωνοὐπίνωκαὶμὴ
πίνωνπίνωτὸνἔρωτα…καὶπίνωντὸνπόδαθλίβωτῆςκόρης,πόδακατεπιθεὶς
τὸνἐμόν·ἡδὲσιγῶσατῇγλώσσῃτῷσχήματιλαλεῖκαὶλαλοῦσασιγᾶ·

Sothegirlmixesthewineintheusualway,andIdrinkinawaythatisnot
usual, and drinking yet I do not drink and in not drinking yet I drink
downpassion…andasIdrinkIsqueezethegirl’sfoot,puttingmyfooton
topofhers.Shekeepssilencewithhertonguebutherappearancespeaks
volumesandsheiseloquentinhersilence.55

Suchsonoriceffectswerethen,intheperformativeact,furtherenhancedby
thevoiceoftherhetor:rhythm,intonation,cadence.Thisiswherethe“punc-
tuation” in the novel by Prodromos belongs: in the performance of the text
– the pause indicated by the written text, represented by the rhetor in his
reading.

Inadditiontothesonoriceffects,thestructureofthenovelsitselfalsoindi-
catethattheyweresuitedforreadingsessions.AllKomneniannovels,justlike
theirancientmodels,aredividedintosmallerunits, ‘books’,ofa lengththat

53 Kustas,Studies in Byzantine Rhetoric,p.1.
54 OntheperformativeaspectsofByzantineliterature,seeBourbouhakis,“RhetoricandPer-

formance”.Ontheaudienceofthenovels,seeJeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p. 14and
n.61;seealsoabove,n.20.

55 EumathiosMakrembolites,Hysmine and Hysminias4,1.1,ed.Conca,p.542(trans.Jeffreys,
Four Byzantine Novels,p.200).
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couldeasilyrepresentonereadingsession.Whiletheancientnovelistswere
forced to divide their works into books or chapters because of the limited
length of the scrolls, this limitation did not affect Byzantine authors using
codices.56Accordinglythedivisionhadotherfunctions,mostprobablytosuit
readinginportions.Theepisodicstructureofthenovelssustainedsuchaprac-
tice, especially in combination with the carefully opened and closed books,
never beginning or ending abruptly.57 We may thus imagine a situation in
whichthenovelistswouldreadtheirworksoutloudtoanaudienceconsisting
ofthesocialandintellectualeliteofConstantinople:imperialoraristocratic
patronswiththeirentourage,alongwiththewriter’scolleaguesandstudents.
Presumably, thenovelswouldhaveentertained thearistocracywhile,at the
sametime, impressingtheintellectuals.58Thecombinationofromanticand
adventurous content with sophisticated rhetorical form would have suited
suchasettingratherperfectly,especiallyifmostlistenerswerealreadyfamiliar
with the ancient models and some or most of the other literary allusions
insertedintothenovels.Indeed,theaudience’slearningingeneralandtheir
specific knowledge of the novelistic model in particular is probably what
allowedthecompressionoftheplotandthesubversionofnumerousmotifs
discussedabove;theaudiencewouldstillbeabletoappreciateboththerhe-
toricaladaptationandtheoftenhumoristictwistsofthemotifs.

Fromwhathasbeensaidhere,itisclearthattheextantnovelsbelongedat
theverycentreoflearningandliteratureinKomnenianConstantinople,writ-
ten by learned authors belonging to intellectual circles and most probably
sponsoredbyinfluentialpatrons.Yet,aspointedoutatthebeginningofthis
survey,thenovelsthathavecomedowntousaredifferentinfocusandform
andmayhavebeencomposedfordifferentoccasions.Thatistosay,perhaps
weshouldnotconfineourselvestostatingthatthenovelsarerhetoricalcom-
positions aiming at displaying rhetorical skills. Most other texts in the 12th
centuryhaveafunctionthatcannotbeidentifiedwiththeform;theformis
usually the means to say something, not the aim per se. Due to our lack of
knowledge about the exact dating (as well as, in some cases, author and
patron),alongwiththefragmentarycharacterofthenovelbyManasses,afull

56 Agapitos,“Writing,ReadingandReciting”;Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p.14,n.61.On
theancientproblem,seeHägg,“DieEphesiaka”.

57 ForananalysisofthisinMakrembolites,seeNilsson,Erotic Pathos,pp.93–96.Onepisodic
structuressuitedforreading,seeBourbouhakis/Nilsson,“ByzantineNarrative”,pp.269–
70.

58 Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.14–15.
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analysisofthisquestionisnot(yet)possible.However,somethoughtsregard-
ingthefunctionofformandthemedeservetobenoted.

Let us consider, for instance, Eugenianos’ novel Drosilla and Charikles,
whichlaysaparticularstressonmarriageandmaritalties.Ithasbeenpointed
outbyElizabethJeffreysthatthisnovelresemblesanextendedepithalamium,
partly overlapping with the same author’s epithalamium for Stephanos
Komnenos,oneofEugenianos’students,whomarriedin1156.Ifthetwocom-
positions can both be linked to the wedding of Stephanos, this provides us
with a possible date for the novel (some ten years later than has been sug-
gestedbyotherscholars)whilealsoofferingusapossiblefunction:awedding
celebrationintheformofa lovenovel,combiningancienterotictopoiwith
NewTestament references tomarriage.59 Itmightbe tempting to imaginea
similarmaritalfunctionforProdromos’Rhodanthe and Dosikles,writtensome
twentyyearsearlier,sinceProdromostoowroteanepithalamium:itwascom-
posed for the wedding of the two sons of Anna Komnene and Nikephoros
Bryennios, thededicateeof thenovel.60Thepossibility thatProdromoswas
alsostimulatedbythiseventtowritehisnovelisattractivebutcannotbesup-
portedbyanyotherevidencethanthenovel’smoregeneralfocusonmarriage
–indeedaprimaryfocusofanynovel,ancientorByzantine.61

The many references to rhetoric and learning, already discussed above,
seem to provide us with different clues as to the meaning or function of
Rhodanthe and Dosikles,andthisparticularcharactershouldbeconsideredin
lightofProdromos’otherwritings,suchasthesatiricaldialoguesinaLucianic
vein,makingfunofintellectualpretenceandphilosophicaldisguise.62Thisis
anovelthatprovesmodernreaderswrongwhenassumingthatnovelisticdis-
courseisalwayslightandentertaining;toourmindcomesratherthewordsof
EustathiosofThessalonike,excerptingandcommentingontheOdysseyinhis
famousParekbolai:“Forthisiswhatrhetoricalsharpnessis:depthofthoughtin
superficialsimplicity.”63ThedepthofthoughtthatProdromosrepresents,cer-

59 SeeJeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p.342.OnChristianallusionsandmotifsinthenovels,
seealsoBurton,“RevivingthePaganGreekNovelinaChristianWorld”.

60 Fordetailsandfurtherreferences,seeJeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p.8.
61 Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,p.8,cf.p.165.
62 SeeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,esp.pp.286–88,andcf.Kaldellis,Hellenism in Byzantium,

pp.270–76.
63 EustathiosofThessalonike,Parekbolai on the Odyssey1379.44–45,ed.andtrans.Cullhed

(Eustathios of Thessalonike, Parekbolai on Homer’s Odyssey,diss.Uppsala2014),pp.6–7:
τοῦτογάρἐστινὀξύτηςῥητορική·νοημάτωνβαθύτηςἐνἐπιπολαζούσῃἁπλότητι(ontheOdys-
seyincomparisonwiththeIliad).
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tainlylieswithintherhetorical-philosophicaltraditionanditsmanifestations
incourtcirclesinthe12thcentury,butworkstillremainstobedonehere.

ItmayseemthattheKomneniannovels,withtheirmaleauthorsandpri-
marily‘male’(learned,intellectual)milieu,hadlittletodowithwomen,except
fortheirdepictionsoflove,marriage,andbeautifulheroines.However,afew
imperial women held central positions within the intellectual circles of
Constantinople, and one of them can be linked to at least two novelists:
sevastokratorissa64 Irene. Irene, widowed sister-in-law of Emperor Manuel I
Komnenos(1143–80)presidedoveroneoftheliterarysalonsinthefirsthalfof
the 12th century.65 Prodromos wrote several poems recording events in her
family’slife,buthealsocomposeddirectlyforher,consolingheronherwidow-
hood(1142)andpresentingherwithanillustratedgrammar.66Manasseswrote
hislargechronicleSynopsis Chronike,acompositiononverseinalargely‘nov-
elistic’style,andapoemonastrologyforIrene(ca.1145);hisnovelAristandros 
and Kallitheawaswritteninthesamemeterasthechronicleandpossiblyin
thesameperiodandforthesamepatron.67Thereisnowayforustoprovethat
womensuchasIreneandherpeers–imperialwomen,sometimesofforeign
origin,whowereactiveinthetheatraofConstantinoplebythemid-12thcen-
tury – had a direct influence on the Komnenian revival of novels, but two
thingsarecertainlyworthnoting:thesewomenwereactiveincirclesinwhich
thenovelswerecomposed,andthenovelsevolvearoundimagerythatwould
berelevantinanimperialwoman’slife:marriage,ceremonial,andlearning.68
Thecentralpositionofresourcefulheroinesdiscussedaboveandthemetalit-
eraryrelationcreatedbetweenDrosillaandthereaderinbook6ofDrosilla and 
Charikles–makingussmiletogetherattheclumsyandignorantKallidemos–
may suggest a situation in which the female patrons were more than just
passivelisteners.Thisisanotherareawherefurtherinvestigationsmayyield

64 The aulic title sebastokrator, which was created by Alexios I Komnenos (1081-1118) to
honourhisbrotherIsaac,waslaterappliedtotheirwivesinthefeminineformsebasto-
kratorissa.

65 OnIrene,seeJeffreys“ThesebastokratorissaIreneaspatron”,summarizingandcomple-
mentingearlierstudies;onherpossiblyNormanorigin,seealsoE.andM.Jeffreys,“Who
wasEirenethesevastokratorissa”,pp.57–65.IthasbeensuggestedthatMakrembolites’s
novel may have been related to Anna Komnena’s circle, focusing on philosophy; see
McAlister,“AristotleontheDream”.

66 Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.9–10,withreferences.
67 Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.275–76.Thisisaplausiblethoughnotproveninterpre-

tationofthematerialthathascomedowntous.Onthe‘novelistic’characterofManasses’
chronicle,seeNilsson,“DiscoveringLiterarinessinthePast”.

68 Forrecentandusefulessaysonallthreeaspects,withreferencestopreviousresearch,see
Herrin,Unrivalled Influence.
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interesting results, not the least if considered in light of the contemporary
French situation with Eleanor of Aquitaine commissioning romances from
ChrétiendeTroyes.69

3 Previous Research and Future Challenges

TherewasatimewhentheKomnenianworksdiscussedherewereseenonlyas
bad imitations of the ancient novels, being of no interest for scholars who
wantedtounderstandtheancienttradition,unsuitableforseriousstudiesof
Byzantineliterature,andirrelevantforthestudyoftheWesternromanceand
modernnovel.Inthecontextofthepresentvolumeitmightbeofinterestto
remindourselvesofthewayinwhichErwinRohde,renownedclassicalscholar
of the 18th century and praised by Mikhail Bakhtin for having written “the
best book on the history of the ancient novel”,70 described the 12th-century
adaptations:

Fürunshabensie,vomantikenUferausbetrachtet,nuralsvereinzelte
Nachklänge allerspätester griechischer Poesie ein schwaches Interesse;
einkurzerBlickaufsieundihreWerkedarfunsgenügen;undwaskönnte
auchzulängeremVerweilenlocken?71

Rohde’s brief look resulted in, for instance, a description of the novel of
Makrembolites as a composition written by an Achilles Tatius gone mad.72
Thiskindof judgmentwas indeedsymptomatic forgenerationsof scholars,
andupuntilquiterecently,thenovelsweredescribedastediousandartless
notonlybyclassicistsbutalsobyByzantinists.73

Needless to say, scholarship on the Komnenian novels has indeed under-
goneamajortransformationoverthelastfewdecades.Withrecentdevelop-
mentsinbothByzantineStudiesandliterarycriticismwearereadytoleavethe
judgemental attitude behind. We should remember, though, that the early
studiesremainanimportantpartofourresearchhistoryandtheirattitudes
needtobetaken intoaccountaswe lookat theoveralldevelopmentof the

69 SeeJeffreys,“TheComnenianbackground”and“TheWildBeast”.
70 Bakhtin,The Dialogic Imagination,p.4.
71 Rohde,Der Griechische Roman,pp.521–22.
72 Ibid.,p.526.
73 See,e.g.,Mango,Byzantium,p.237;cf.Jeffreys,“TheLaboursoftheTwelveMonths”,p.314,

onthenovelofMakrembolitesas“perhapsmoreartlessthanartfull”.
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field.Afirstchangeinapproachwasseeninthelate1970swiththepioneering
studyofMargaretAlexiou,analysingHysmine and Hysminiasfromliteraryand
psychologicalperspectives,74andsometenyearslatertherewasaclearshiftin
attitudeasRoderickBeaton’sThe Medieval Greek Romancewaspublished(1989
withasecondeditionin1996).WithitsinclusionofallByzantinenovelsand
romances,thismonographputfocusnotonlyontheMedievalGreektradition
of romanticwriting,butalsoon the important research thathadbeencon-
ductedinthelastfewdecades.Thoughcriticizedfromsomeangles,75Beaton’s
study certainly brought about a stronger interest in and intensified work
on the Komnenian novels. It has been followed by a long series of studies
concerningvariousperspectivesofthenovels,76andalsobyamorefrequent
inclusionofByzantinematerialincollectivevolumesontheancientnovel,77
aswellasagrowinginterestincomparativestudiesofmedievalnarrationand
romance.78

Lookingatscholarshipofthelasttwodecadesorso,wemaynoteatleast
twosignificantdevelopmentsinespeciallythreeareas.First,thenovelshave
beenstudiedbothinrelationtotheirrootsintheancienttraditionandinlight
oftheircontemporarycontextin12th-centuryConstantinople.79Thisiscrucial
forourunderstandingofthecompositionandperformanceoftheKomnenian
novels;wecannotcomprehendthemifweconsiderthemfromonlyoneangle.
Moreover,wemustallowforthenovelstobeseennotasmarginalisedexcep-
tions to an otherwise serious and chaste Byzantine literature, but as an
influentialmodeofwritingwithawidespreaduseintheKomnenianperiod.80

74 Alexiou,“ACriticalReappraisal”;Alexioudevelopedthisanalysisquiteafewyearslaterin
After Antiquity,pp.111–27.

75 MostnotablybyPanagiotisA.AgapitosandOleL.Smithintheirbook-lengthreviewThe 
Study of Medieval Greek Romance. Beaton addressed their criticism (as well as that of
otherscholars)inanafterwordtothesecondedition,pp.207–09.

76 ItisimpossibletoofferhereacompletebibliographyoftheByzantinenovel.Inaddition
totheworksincludedinthebibliographyofthisessay,Iwouldlikerefertothefullerbib-
liographyinJeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels.

77 See, e.g., MacAlister, “Byzantine Developments” in Greek Fiction (1994); Beaton, “The
ByzantineRevivaloftheAncientNovel”inThe Novel in the Ancient World(1996);contri-
butions by Harder, Nilsson and Aerts in Panayotakis/Zimmerman/Keulen, The Ancient 
Novel and Beyond;Burton,“ByzantineReaders”inWhitmarsh(ed.),The Cambridge Com-
panion to the Greek and Roman Novel.

78 Forarecentexampleofsuchanapproach,seeAgapitos/Mortensen(eds.),Medieval Nar-
rative between History and Fiction.

79 In addition to works mentioned above, for these two perspectives see also Jouanno,
“AByzantineNovelistStaging”andJeffreys,“TheNovelsofmid-twelfth-century”.

80 Forarecentattempttoshowthis,seeNilsson,Raconter Byzance.
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Furtherstudiesofthe12thcenturywithitsliterary,socioculturalandpolitical
situation,willhelpusunderstandevenbetterthepositionofthenovelistsand
thefunctionoftheirworks.

Second,thenovelshavebeenconsideredfromcomparativeperspectives,in
relationtoboththeWesternandtheEasterntraditions.Theformerperspec-
tivewasindeedexploredquiteearly,withtheimportantobservationthatthe
KomneniannovelsmaybeseeninrelationtotheFrenchromans d’Antiquité,or
eventheRoman de la Rose.81RecentstudieshavepursuedboththeWestern
connection and the previously rather neglected Eastern links,82 which may
helpusseetheByzantineworksinacompletelynewlight.Whereastherehas
beenastronginclinationtoseesuchcross-culturalrelationsintermsofinflu-
enceinonedirectionortheother,thereisnowatendencytousecomparative
methods inorder tounderstandthesecomplexprocesses,anapproachthat
seemsmorefruitfulandmorelikelytobringnewresults.83

Turningtoanareathattoalargerextentremainstobeexplored,wefindthe
role played by the Komnenian novels in the later Greek tradition, but also
their Nachleben in the West. As for the latter, recent studies indicate that
Makrembolites’novelHysmine and Hysminiasenjoyedarichafterlifein18th-
centuryFrance,whichmeans that furtherstudiesofothernovelsandother
contexts would most probably be worth pursuing.84 As for the Komnenian
novelinthelaterGreektradition,therehasbeenonlyalimitedinterestinsuch
perspectives;acloserstudycouldprobablycomeupwithinterestingresults,
especiallyifwetakeintoaccountnotonlythenovelsas‘sources’forspecific
texts,butalsootherkindsoftransmissionandadaptation.Take,forexample,
Aristandros and Kallithea, thenovelbyConstantineManassesthathasbeen
preservedonlyinexcerptcollections,butalsoinproseparaphrasesbyMaximos
Planoudes,writinginthelate13thcentury.Inaquestfor‘thecompletenovel’,
suchmaterialmaybeofmarginalinterest,butfromtheperspectiveofrecep-

81 For a possible influence of Byzantine novels on Western romance, see Polyakova , “K
voprosu o vizantino-francuzskix literaturnyx”; Jeffreys, “The Comnenian Background”
and“TheWildBeast”;fortheoppositeperspective,seeCupane,“Eros basileus”,“Byzan-
tinischesErotikon”and“MetamorphosendesEros”,alongwithC. Jouanno,“Womenin
ByzantineNovels”,pp.159–60onKomneniannovelsandtheFrenchchanson de geste.

82 Meunier,Le Roman byzantin,arguesforaconnectionbetweenHysmine and Hysminias
andtheArabicfairytaletradition.Beaton,“Fictioninthetwelfthcentury”,bycontrast,
explorestherelationbetweenthesamenovelandCligèsbyChrétiendeTroyes.

83 See,e.g.,Agapitos,“InRhomaian,FrankishandPersianLands”.
84 Nilsson,“Les Amours d’Ismène & Isménias” ;Jouanno,‟Fortuned’unromanbyzantin”.
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tion and adaptation it is highly interesting.85 Consider the following two
passages,describingthepowersofEros–drivingforceofthenovelisticplot.86

Erosdoesnotonlyhavepowerovercreaturesthatswimandfly,
notonlyoverthosethattraversetheairandthedryland,
buthealsocontrolsrocksandplants
andlooseshisdartsagainstcreaturesofdifferentspecies.87

ThatErosdoesnotruleonlyoverthegodsinheavenbutalsothoseofthe
sea;andheunitesthosenotofthesamespecies,asheunitesZeuswith
mortal women, Aphrodite with Adonis and Anchises; and he makes
AlpheiosfallinlovewithArethousa,andjoinsasnakewithaneel;and
moreover iron loves magnetic stone and the male date-palm loves the
female.88

A number of interesting questions arise here. Why was this very passage
excerptedtobeginwith?HowwasitparaphrasedbyPlanoudesandforwhat
purpose?WhatothersourcesdidPlanoudesaddfrom?Howwasitperceived
of by contemporary and later readers? We still have few answers to these
questions, but they would certainly add to our understanding of both the
transmission of Komnenian novels and the approach of someone like
Planoudes.

85 Seeabove,n.3.
86 ForstudiesoftheimageryofErosintheKomneniannovels,see,e.g.,Cupane,“Erosbasi-

leus”and“MetamorphosendesEros”;fromasocio-politicalperspective,seeMagdalino,
“ErostheKing”andChristoforatou,“FiguringEros”.

87 ConstantineManasses,Aristandros and Kallithea fr.21, 1–4,ed.Conca,p.696:Ἔρωςοὐ
μόνονἐνπλωτοῖςκαὶπτερωτοῖςἰσχύει,/οὐκἐνἀεροβάμοσινοὐδ’ἐντοῖςχερσοπόροις,/ἀλλὰ
καὶλίθωνκαὶφυτῶναὐτῶνκατακαυχᾶται/καὶβέλοςἐπαφίησικαὶτοῖςἀνομοφύλοις(trans.
Jeffreys, Four Byzantine Novels,p.288).SimilardepictionsofErosappears in theother
novels,ancientandByzantine;seee.g.Hysmine and Hysminias2,7.2–3onwhichNilsson,
Erotic Pathos,pp.103–10and202–08.

88 Planoudes §4 (Constantine Manasses, Aristandros and Kallithea fr 21a), ed. Conca,
pp.696–97:ὍτιἜρωςοὐμόνοντῶνἐνοὐρανῷδεσπόζειθεῶν,ἀλλὰκαὶθαλάσσηςαὐτῆς·καὶ
τὰ μὴ ὁμόφυλα μίγνυσιν, ὡς Δία θνηταῖς γυναιξί, καὶ Ἀφροδίτην Ἀδώνιδι καὶ Ἀγχίσῃ· καὶ
Ἀλφειὸν ἐρᾶν Ἀρεθούσης ποιεῖ, καὶ ὄφιν συνάπτει μυραίνῃ· καὶ δὴ καὶ σίδηρος ἐρᾷ τῆς
μαγνήτιδοςλίθου,καὶφοίνιξἄρρηνθηλείας(trans.Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.288–
89).FortheexamplesusedbyPlanoudeshere,seee.g.Leucippe and Clitophon1,17.2–3.
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Anotherareathatwouldprobablybeworthexploringinmoredetailisthe
relationbetweentheKomneniannovelandthePalaiologanromance.89Few
woulddenythatthemotifsandthemesofthelearnednovelsfunctionedasa
pointofdeparture,oratleastabackground,forthevernacularromance,but
therehasoftenbeenmorefocusonthedifferencesthanonthesimilarities.Let
us,asourfinalexample,brieflycomparetheclosingpassageofHysmine and 
HysminiastothatofthePalaiologanLivistros and Rhodamne,justtoconsider
thepotentialofcomparativestudiesalsowithintheGreekromancetradition.

Asdiscussedabove,Makrembolitesendshisnovelbyanevocationofrheto-
ric,awishtoturnhisdramaticexperiencesintoawrittenwork:“ouradventures
willbesetforthasifonimperishabletabletsandslabsofadamant,withthe
penofHermesandinkandatonguewhichbreathesthefireofrhetoric”.90The
veryclosurethenturnstotheaudience’sreactionwithanechofromLongus’
Daphnis and Chloe:

Whatever inmankind ismost responsive topassionwillappreciateall
thecharmingpassioninthisstory;whatever ischasteandvirginalwill
respondtoitsrestraint;whateverismoreinclinedtosympathywillpity
ourmisfortunes,andsomemoryofuswillbeundying.Wewillgracethis
story and adorn this book with erotic charm and everything else that
decoratesbooksandbeautifieswords.Andthetitleofthisbookwillbe
“TheAdventuresofHysmineandme,Hysminias”.91

TheclosureofHysmine and Hysminiasthusintertwinestheancientnovelistic
backgroundwiththerhetoricalandperformativecontextoftheKomnenian

89 For a brief overview, see Beaton, The Medieval Greek Romance, pp. 147–54. For further
references to research on the Palaiologan romance, I refer to the contribution by
C.Cupaneinthisvolumepp.95–126.

90 Eumathios Makrembolites, Hysmine and Hysminias 11, 22.4; for Greek text, see above,
n.45.

91 Eumathios Makrembolites, Hysmine and Hysminias 11, 23: Ὅσον μὲν οὖν ἐν ἀνθρώποις
ἐρωτικώτερον, τῶν πολλῶν ἐρωτικῶν χαρίτων ἡμᾶς ἀποδέξεται, καὶ ὅσον παρθενικὸν καὶ
σεμνότερον, τῆς σωφροσύνης πάλιν ἀγάσεται· ὅσον δὲ συμπαθέστερον, ἐλεήσει τῶν
δυστυχημάτωνἡμᾶς,καὶοὕτωςἡμῖνἔσταιτὰτῆςμνήμηςἀθάνατα.Ἡμεῖςδὲκαταχαριτώσομεν
τὴνγραφὴνκαὶὅληνβίβλονκατακοσμήσομενκαὶχάρισινἐρωτικαῖςκαὶτοῖςἄλλοιςὅσαβίβλους
κοσμοῦσικαὶτοὺςλόγουςκατακαλλύνουσι·κλῆσιςδ’ἔσταιτῇβίβλῳτὸκαθ’Ὑσμίνηνδρᾶμακαὶ
τὸνὙσμινίανἐμέ.Cf.Daphnis and Chloe,Prologue:“…andsomethingformankindtopos-
sessandenjoy.Itwillcurethesick,comfortthedistressed,stirthememoryofthosewho
have loved, and educate those who haven’t”. (trans. by Ch. Gill in Reardon, Collected 
Ancient Greek Novels,p.289).
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novel,displayingitinamannerthatisquiteobvioustothelearnedaudience.
TurningtothevernacularLivistros and Rhodamne,composedinadifferentset-
tingandprobablyatleastacenturylater,avariationofthesamemotifisclearly
detectable.

ButwhowilltellofthetoilsthatIenduredinthisworld,
Whatotherpersonwilltellofmyhardships,
whatotherpersonwillnarratemypainfulbitterness,
whowilltellofmyinjuries,writeofmysufferings
whowillnarrateindetailmyveryownbitterexperiences?92
…
and,simply,anyloverwhoshouldwishtodescribetheseevents,
lethimadaptthemashepleasesanddesires.93

Thepassagedoesnotonlymirrorandadaptthenovelistictradition,butthe
twolastversesreflectandexpressthetraditionitself:anyonecanreworkthe
materialtohisfancy.94Weshouldtakethisasanindicationoftheawarenessof
the author and his understanding of the tradition in which he inscribes his
work.Moreover,weshouldtakeitasacalltofurtherinvestigatethatsametra-
ditioninallitswindingformsandmanifoldoff-springs,becausemoreremains
tobefound.

WehavecertainlycomealongwayinourunderstandingoftheKomnenian
novel.Wecanlookbackattheperiodof18th-andearly19th-centurydisdainas
beingpartofourpast,whilewehavejustbegantoconsidertheearlymodern
appreciationofthenovelsandtheimplicationthatmighthaveforthedevel-
opment of the modern novel. Recent studies and editions, along with the
importanttranslationsintoEnglishbyElizabethJeffreys,putusinamuchbet-
ter position to examine the texts from a growing number of perspectives:
literary,sociocultural,contemporary,diachronical,andcomparative,tomen-
tionbutafew.Thelovestoriesofthepastareindeedstillwithus–werespond

92 Livistros and Rhodamne,Redaction α4590–4593,ed.Agapitos,p.432:ἐμοὺςδὲπόνουςτίς
εἰπῇτοὺςἔπαθαεἰςτὸνκόσμον,/τίςἄλλοςἀφηγήσηταιτοὺςπονοπικρασμούςμου,/τίςεἴπῃ
τὰςκακώσειςμου,τὰπάθημουσυγγράψῃ,/τίςκαταμέροςτὰςἐμὰςἀφηγηθῇπικρίας;(trans.
Agapitos,“InRhomaian,FrankishandPersianLands”,p.307).

93 Livistros and Rhodamne, Redaction α4600–01,ed.Agapitos,p.432:καὶεἴτιςἁπλῶςἐρωτικὸς
θελήσῃ νὰ τὰ ἐκφράσῃ, / ὡς θέλει καὶ ὀρέγεται νὰ τὰ μετασκευάσῃ (trans. Agapitos, “In
Rhomaian,FrankishandPersianLands”,p.307).

94 For a discussion of this explicit encouragement to adapt the story, see Agapitos, “In
Rhomaian,FrankishandPersianLands”,pp.307–08.Cf.Cupane,“Unapasseggiata”.
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totheirpassion,refashionthemaswewish,yetanalysethemwithincreasing
understandingandrespect.95
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Chapter3

In the Mood of Love: Love Romances in Medieval 
Persian Poetry and their Sources

Julia Rubanovich

 Introduction

Loveromancespresentasubstantialoutput inthemedievalPersian literary
tradition.Theyflourishedmostlyinthecourtlymilieu,theearliestextanttexts
comingfromtheeasternpartsoftheIranianworldanddatingfromthereign
ofMaḥmūdofGhazna(r.998–1030)whosecapitalbecameasignificantcentre
ofthedialogueamongvariousintellectualtraditions.1Theriseoftheromance
broughtaboutthegradualdeclineoftheheroicepic,whichreflecteda“grow-
ingdisaffectionwiththesocialvaluesembodiedinepic”,2aswellaschangesin
literary taste.3 Formally the versified romances are written in the mathnavī 
form4andencompassavarietyofpoeticmetres.Inmostcasestheirimmedi-
atesourcesareelusive.

Inwhat follows Iofferachronological surveyofavailable textsconfining
myselftothetextualproductionofthe11th–13thcenturies.AttheendIpresent
a synthesis of possible sources and influences on the medieval Persian love
romancesdiscussedinthesurvey.

1 SeeMeisami,Poetry,pp.79–80.
2 Ibid.,pp.80–81.
3 Inadditiontocourtlyloveromance,anotherstrandwhichreplacedtheheroicepicwasakind

ofchivalricgeste,i.e.,talesofheroeswhoseexploitsborealegendaryandfantasticcharacter
entwinedwithromanticadventures.Post-Firdausianepicsbelongtothiscategory.SeeMolé,
“Épopée”;deBlois,Persian Literature,5/2,pp.562–67,568–76,andmostrecentlyandexhaus-
tively,VanZutphen,Farāmarz, pp.62–138.

4 Mathnavī,meaning“doubled”,isaPerso-Arabictermforalongpoeminwhicheverydistich
(bayt) hasaninternalrhymethatchangeswitheachfollowingline.
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 The Survey

a) Romantic Poems by ʿUnṣurī. Vāmiq-u ʿAdhrā
Abūal-QāsimḤasanb.AḥmadʿUnṣurī(d.1039/40)wasaprominentpoetat
thecourtofMaḥmūdofGhazna.5Bearingthevenerabletitlemalik al-shuʿarāʾ 
(“thepoet laureate”), ʿUnṣurīexertedsubstantial influenceamonghis fellow
courtpoetsandwasconsideredprimarilyasamasterfulpanegyrist.Besides
panegyricodes(qaṣīdas)devotedchieflytohispatrons,SultanMaḥmūd,the
latter’sbrothersandminister,ʿUnṣurīiscreditedwithcomposingthreepoems
Khing but-u Surkh but (“WhiteIdolandRedIdol”), Shād-bahr-u ʿAyn al-Ḥayāt 
(“HappyofFateandSpringofLife”),andVāmiq-u ʿAdhrā (“TheArdentLover
and the Virgin”), all three titled according to the names of their male and
femaleprotagonists.6

ʿUnṣurī’spoemshavesurvivedonlypartially:poetictreatisesandlexicologi-
calworkspreservedahandfulofverses fromtheKhing but-u Surkh butand
about sixty isolated verses from the Shād-bahr-u ʿAyn al-Ḥayāt.7 As for the
Vāmiq-u ʿAdhrā, more than 500 couplets were recovered altogether, which
enables reconstruction of the subject-matter and source of the poem. The
poemseemstohavestartedfadingintoobscurityinthe13thcentury,8oreven
earlier, to which the discovery of a manuscript fragment used to stiffen the
binding of an Arabic theological manuscript dated 1132 bears eloquent

5 Informationonhislifeisscarce;forsummary,seeEIr,“ʿOnṣori”.
6 AcertainconnectionexistsbetweenʿUnṣurī’sthreepoemsandtheproseworks–nolonger

extant–ofhiscontemporaryAbūRayḥānBīrūnī(d.after1050).Bīrūnīmentionsthathe
translatedthreestories“outoffollyandridicule”(min al-hazl wa al-sakhf).Onemayonly
speculateaboutBīrūnī’ssource;itseemsmostlikelythatthethreebookswereatranslation
ofʿUnṣurī’spoemsfromPersianverseintoArabicprose.InthatcaseBīrūnīturnsouttobe
thefirstknownreader(andcritic)ofthesepoems.Apud Shafīʿ,Vāmiq-u ʿ Adhrā,pp.4–5;cf.de
Blois, Persian Literature,5/1,pp.232–33.SeeHäggandUtas,Virgin,p.19,referringtoStrohmaier,
“Al-Bîrûnî”.

7 HäggandUtas,Virgin;EIr,“ʿOnṣori”.FortheversessupposedlybelongingtoShād-bahr-u ʿAyn 
al-Ḥayāt,seeʿ Unṣurī,Dīvān,ed.M.Dabīr-siyāqī,Tehran1984,pp.363–70.Somecluesastothe
natureofthetwoextinctpoemscanbegatheredfromafolkproseromance(dāstān),the
anonymousIskandar-nāma (“TheBookofAlexander”;seeIskandar-nāma,ed.Afshār,pp.
288–89;430–31).Onthecompilationandredactionofthistext,seeindetailRubanovich,
“ReconstructionofaStorytellingEvent”;eadem,“TrackingtheShahnamaTradition”,pp.23–
24,aswellasthechapteronthePersianAlexandertraditioninthisvolumep.224andn.27
there.Forafulltranslationoftherelevantpassages,seeHäggandUtas,Virgin,pp.197–99.

8 SeeShafīʿ,Vāmiq-u ʿAdhrā,pp.7–10.Oneofthepossibleexplanationsforthisisaconspicu-
ouslypagancharacterofthepoemwhichmadeitunpalatabletothelaterMuslimaudience;
seeibid.,p.9.
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testimony.Itsplot,however,hasbeenquitesuccessfullyreconstructedonthe
basisof372versesretainedinthemanuscriptfragmentjustmentioned,some
150distichsculledfromoldlexicalworksandaratherlengthyprosepassage
fromyetanotherdāstān,theDārāb-nāma (“TheBookofDarius”),wherethe
heroineʿAdhrāherselftellsherstory.9

The narrative begins with the marriage of Fuluqrāṭ, king of the island of
Shāmis/Shāmus,toadaughterofprosperousKing*Aqrāṣus,fromwhichunion
ʿAdhrā isborn.Thegirl turnsouttoberemarkable,growinganddeveloping
extraordinaryquickly,sothatbytheageoftwoshestartstolearnandbyseven
becomesanastronomeranddexterousscribe.Sheexcelsinthemartialartsas
well,herfatherdesignatinghercommander-in-chiefofhisarmy.Onanother
islandayouthVāmiqsufferstheintriguesofhisviciousstepmother–amotif
thepoemhasincommonwiththewellknownBook of Sindbād;10hedecidesto
fleewithhis friendṬūfānandsailsoff toShāmis/Shāmus.ThereVāmiqand
ʿAdhrā firstmeetwhilevisitinga templeand instantly fall in lovewitheach
other.VāmiqisbroughttoFuluqrāṭ’spalaceandgivenhisprotection.Although
admiringVāmiqforhisintellectandeloquence,ʿAdhrā’sfatheropposestheir
bondandtheyouthismadetoswearhewillnotpursuehislove.Awarwith
someenemybreaksout,duringwhichFuluqrāṭisexecuted,whileVāmiqand
ʿAdhrāaretakencaptive.Sheisthensoldintoslavery,spendingfouryearsapart
fromVāmiq.Fallingintothehandsofakindandpiousmerchant,ʿAdhrāisset
free and probably returns to her homeland. Whether she reunites with her
soul-mateVāmiqremainsamatterforspeculation.11

TheconnectionofthepoemwithHellenisticnovelshaslongbeenrecog-
nisedonthebasisofapparentlyGreeknames(Fuluqrāṭ=Polykrates;islandof
Shāmis/Shāmus=islandofSamos;*Aqrāṣus=Kroisos)12andcommonGreek
motifs. Its source was ultimately identified as the Greek historical novel of

9 ThemanuscriptfragmentwasfirsteditedbyShafīʿwhohaddiscovereditinthe1950s(see
Shafīʿ,Vāmiq-u ʿAdhrā,edition,pp.1–41);thiseditionwaslateramended,commentedupon
andtranslatedintoEnglishbyHäggandUtas(seeHäggandUtas,Virgin,pp.80–143).For
thepassageintheDārāb-nāma,seeAbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī,Dārāb-nāma,ed.Dh.Ṣafā,vol.1,
Tehran1965,pp.209–10;EnglishtranslationisinHäggandUtas,Virgin,pp.147–48.Onthe
Dārāb-nāma, seethechapteronPersianAlexandertraditioninthisvolume,pp.216–18,
227–29.IamexaminingtheDārāb-nāmawhichdemonstratesstrongaffinitytotheGreek
noveltradition,inmyforthcomingbookAlexander the Great in Medieval Persian Folk Tradi-
tion (Brill). IntheplotsummaryofVāmiq-u ʿAdhrā belowIrelyonthereconstructionin
HäggandUtas,Virgin,pp.213–50.Theasteriskdenotestheeditors’emendation.

10 SeeonthisthechapterbyB.Krönunginthepresentvolume.
11 Onpossibleendings,seeUtas,“ʿAdhrā”,pp.437–39.
12 SeeHäggandUtas,Virgin,pp.134–43,153–83andaconspectusonpp.184–87.
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Metiochos and Parthenope,whichtoosurvivedonlyinfragments.13Thestages
and ways of transmission between the Hellenistic novel and its Persian off-
shoot are impossible to determine with any certainty. Judging by the
transformationsofGreeknames,theclosestchaintoʿUnṣurī’sworkseemsto
beawrittenArabicintermediary.14

Stylistically, Vāmiq-u ʿAdhrā is still conterminous with heroic epic rather
thanlaterromanticpoems.Besidesretainingthemutaqārib metretypicalof
epic,thenarrativedevelopsthroughactionattheexpenseofdepictingcharac-
ters’innerstates.Theexternalorientationofthenarrationcanbeseeninthe
mannerinwhichcharactersandmotivationaresubordinatedtoactionandin
thenegligiblerolethatdialogueandmonologueplayinthenarrative.15

AsforfurtherramificationsofVāmiq-u ʿAdhrā,numerousanddiversever-
sionsappearedinPersian,Turkish,KashmiriandPashto,thetwoearliest(and
extinct)onesdatingtothesecondhalfofthe11thcentury(byFaṣīḥī-yiJurjānī)
andthe13thcentury(byAmīrFarkhārī).Mostoftheversionsbearonlyslight
resemblance to ʿUnṣurī’s poem, their authors probably never having had a
direct access to the original. The 16th-century Ottoman Turkish version by
Lāmiʿī(d.1531)servesasagoodillustration:althoughreferringtoʿUnṣurīashis
predecessor,Lāmiʿīpresentsasignificantlydifferentstory,whereVāmiqtakes
theplaceofʿAdhrāasthemainhero,atthesametimepreservingsomeparal-
lelswithʿUnṣurī’stale.16Allinall,morethantwentyversionsbearingthetitle
Vāmiq-u ʿAdhrā,atleasttwoofwhichareinprose, areknown.17

b) Varqa va Gulshāh by ʿAyyūqī
Thepoem,titledaccordingtoitseponymousheroes,countssome2,200verses
andisundated.18Lingua-stylisticevidenceplacesitscompositionintheearly

13 Forthesurveyofthequestion,seeHäggandUtas,Virgin,pp.10–22.
14 HäggandUtas,Virgin,p.201;fordiscussionofother,lessplausiblealternatives,seeibid.,

pp.193–203.
15 Fordiscussion,seeMeisami,Poetry,pp.82–85.
16 SeeHäggandUtas,Virgin,pp.204–7.
17 Forthecontentsummaryofprincipalversions,seeShafīʿ,Vāmiq-u ʿAdhrā,pp.35–126;see

alsoHäggandUtas,Virgin,pp.203–12;Utas,“ʿAdhrā”,p.438.
18 Thepoemhassurvivedinauniqueilluminatedmanuscript,datednotlaterthanthe13th

century,whichcomprisesseventy-oneminiaturesincolour.Foranedition,seeʿAyyūqī,
Varqa va Gulshāh,ed.Ṣafā.ForFrenchandGermantranslations,seerespectivelyMelikian-
Chirvani,“Roman”,99–214;Warqa und Gulschah. Liebesepos von Ayyuqi,trans.A.Lavizzari,
Zürich1992.Forananalysisoftheminiatures,seeMelikian-Chirvani,“Roman”,pp.51–98
(reproductionsonpp.215–46).
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11thcentury.19ThepoetʿAyyūqī,otherwiseobscureandknownonlyfromself-
referencesinthebodyofthepoem,20probablydedicatedhisworktoSultan
MaḥmūdofGhazna,althoughotherpossiblepatronscannotbeexcluded.21

ThepoemnarratesthestoryoftwocousinsVarqaandGulshāhoftheShayba
tribewho,growinguptogether, fall inlovealreadyduringtheirschool-time.
Duringthebetrothalceremony,Gulshāhisabductedbythechiefofaneigh-
bouringtribe,butisbroughtbackbyVarqaafteraseriesofmercilessbattles,in
whichVarqa’sfatheriskilledandVarqa’srichesareransacked.Hisimpoverish-
ment causes him to postpone the wedding and ask for help from his uncle
Mundhir,therulerofYaman(roughlyidentifiablewithYemen).Concludinga
pactwithGulshāh’sfatherthathekeepshisdaughterforVarqatillhisreturn,
theyouthheadsforfar-offYaman.Afternumerousobstacles,Varqaacquires
therichesandreturnstohistribe,onlytolearnthatGulshāh’sfatherhasbro-
kenthepactandgivenhisdaughterinmarriagetotheKingofShām(roughly
identifiableasSyria).InconsolableVarqafollowshertothekingdomofShām,
where Gulshāh’s husband, the King of Shām, allows the lovers to meet and
converse. Touched by their pure and sorrowful love, he proposes divorcing
Gulshāh;Varqa,however,humbledbytheKing’skindness,refusesandleaves
Gulshāhwithherhusband.Onhiswaybackhomehediesofgriefandissoon
followedbyGulshāh,whobreathesherlastbreathonherbeloved’sgrave.They
becomeparagonsofchastityandfidelityintheeyesoftheworld,theirgrave
turning into a place of pilgrimage for both Muslims and Jews. When the
ProphetMuḥammadbecomesawareofthewondrousstory,heofferstoresur-
rectthetwolovers,providedtheJewsconverttoIslam;thelatteragree,and
VarqaandGulshāharerestoredtolifeandfinallyunited.

ʿAyyūqī explicitly mentions that he read this “heart-pleasing story” in the
talesandbooksoftheArabs,22boastingthathewasthefirsttorenderit“in
this particular metre and manner”, i.e. in Persian.23 The story is indeed of
Arabicprovenanceandisbasedonthepre-IslamiclovetaleinproseofʿUrwa
b.Ḥizāmal-ʿUdhrī,anArabpoet(d.around650orlater),andhiscousinʿAfrāʾ.24

19 Seerecently,Ṣādiqī,“Dar-bāra-yiVarqa va Gulshāh”,pp.198–202.
20 TwoversesunrelatedtothepoemareattributedtoʿAyyūqīinoneofthemanuscriptsof

Asadī-yiṬūsī’slexicologicaldictionaryLughat-i Furs (11thcentury);however,whetherthis
isthesamepoetremainsuncertain;seedeBlois,Persian Literature,5/1,p.77.

21 Onthis,seeʿAyyūqī,Varqa va Gulshāh,ed.Ṣafā,introduction,pp.4–5;Khaleghi-Motlagh,
“ʿAyyūqī”,p.167;deBlois,Persian Literature,5/1,pp.77–78andn.1.

22 ʿAyyūqī,Varqa va Gulshāh,ed.Ṣafā,pp.5,122.
23 Ibid.,p.4.
24 For a thorough thematic comparison of the Arabic and Persian stories, see Ghulām-

Ḥusaynzādaetal.,“Barrasī”;alsoMelikian-Chirvani,“Roman”,pp.22–25.
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Thestoryofʿ UrwaandʿAfrāʾwaswellknownalreadyduringtheearlyUmayyad
period (second half of the 7th century) and existed in various versions.25 It
reflectstheliterarythemeofʿUdhrīlove(al-ḥubb al-ʿudhrī)inclassicalArabic
poetryandprose,whichemergedfromanelegiacamatorygenreamongthe
poetsoftheArabianʿUdhratribeintheUmayyadperiod.26Tracesofelegiac
poetry can be discerned in ten lyric pieces inserted in the narrative of the
Varqa va Gulshāh whicharemostlyputinthemouthsofthebelovedcouple
and devoted to the pain of separation and vicissitudes of fate.27 In stylistic
terms,thelyricpassagesdeviatefromtheaction-orientednarrationbyconvey-
inganarrayofemotions, thus to someextent removing thepoemfromthe
strictconventionsoftheheroicepic.28

NotwithstandingadiscerniblecommonpatterninthestoriesaboutʿUdhrī
poetsandtheirbelovedintheVarqa va Gulshāhandtheinsertedlyricpieces,29
theromancedepartsfromthisgenrenotonlyinitshappy,missionary-likeend-
ing,butalsoinitspronouncedepiccharacteristics.Thenarrativeisladenwith
lengthy epic scenes possessing manifest epic motifs, such as an unforeseen
night-timeattack(shabīkhūn),one-to-onecombat,achangeofweaponsdur-
ing the fight, boasting, name requesting, and perhaps most significantly,
Gulshāh being a woman-warrior.30 The emphasis on the epic constituent
seems to reflect the mixed nature of love romances as a genre in 10th–11th-
centuriesPersianliterature.

ItisworthmentioningthelegacyofVarqa va Gulshāh:inthe19thandearly
20th centuries, its versions were widely lithographed in Iran and India for

25 ForcontentsummariesandtheirArabicsources,seeBauer,“ʿUrwab.Ḥizām”.
26 OnʿUdhrīpoetry,seeJacobi,“ʿUdhrī”;Bürgel,“Love”,pp.91–96.Seealsobelow,thediscus-

siononLaylīandMajnūninNiẓāmī’swork,whowereanotherfamouspairofʿUdhrīlov-
ers.

27 SeeʿAyyūqī,Varqa va Gulshāh,ed.Ṣafā,pp.13,15,17,20,27,75,81,108,110,112.Although
composedinthesamemetreastherestofthepoem,thesepiecesarecastinmonorhyme,
followingapatternthatislatercustomaryfortheghazalgenre.

28 Forabriefdiscussion,seeMeisami,Poetry,pp.83–85.
29 Onthecommonpattern,seeJacobi,“ʿUdhrī”,p.830.
30 See,e.g.,ʿAyyūqī,Varqa va Gulshāh,ed.Ṣafā,pp.10,19–20,20–27,28,29–32,32–43,47–48,

59–65.Melikian-ChirvaniisespeciallykeentoshowtheresemblanceofVarqa va Gulshāh 
to10th-and11th-centuryPersianpoemsattheexpenseofArab(ic)tradition;seeMelikian-
Chirvani,“Roman”,pp.28–50.ThefigureofthewomanwarriorisknowntoByzantineepic
aswell;seethechapteronDigenisAkritisbyC.Jouannointhepresentvolume.
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populardistribution.31Inaddition, itgainedpopularityintheTurkicmilieu,
representedtherebyfourrecensionsatleast,theoldestdatingto1371.32

c) Vīs-u Rāmīn by Gurgānī
Fakhral-DīnAsʿadGurgānī,nativeofGurgāntotheeastoftheCaspian,flour-
ishedaroundthemiddleofthe11thcenturyandiscelebratedforhisromantic
poemVīs-u Rāmīn (“VīsandRāmīn”).33Hewrotethepoembetween1050and
1055whilestayinginIsfahananddedicatedittotheSaljūqgovernorofthecity
ʿAmīdAbūal-FatḥMuẓaffar,whocommissionedthecomposition.34

ThestorytellsofthevicissitudesoftheloversVīsandRāmīn.PowerfulKing
MubadofMarvproposestoShahrū,QueenofMāhābād,whoismarriedand
mothertoseveralsons,theeldest,Vīrū,beingthemostsuccessfulofthemall.
Shahrūrefusesbutpromisesthatifshebearsadaughter,Mubadcanclaimher
forabride.AftermanyyearsshegivesbirthtothebeautifulVīs,whoisbrought
upbyawet-nursetogetherwithprinceRāmīn,Mubad’syoungerbrother.By
thetimeVīsismatureenoughtogetmarried,Shahrūinforgetfulnessbreaks
herpactwithMubad,weddingherinsteadtoVīrū,hissonandVīs’sbrother.
Themarriageisnotconsummated,owingtothefactthatVīsismenstruating
at the time. Learning of the marriage, Mubad wages a battle with Shahrū’s
principality,inwhichMubadisdefeated.NotwithstandingthedefeatandVīs’s
resistance,Shahrū,temptedbyMubad’sexquisitepresentsandfearingGod’s
punishmentforbreakingthepledge,relinquishesherdaughtertotheoldking.
OntheirwaytoMubad’srealm,Rāmīnwhoaccompaniestheroyalentourage,
catchesaglanceofVīs’sfaceandfallsdesperatelyinlovewithher.

InthemeantimethedevotednurseofVīslearnsofherabductionandgoes
toMarv,wheresheadvisesVīstoputupwithherfate.Thelatter,loathingthe
union with Mubad, threatens to kill herself, and the nurse casts a spell on

31 SeeMelikian-Chirvani,“Roman”,p.9.
32 Seeibid.,p.10;deBlois,Persian Literature,5/1,p.80andn.1.AKurdishversionofthestory

existsaswell(ibid.).
33 Thepoemsurvivedinasmallnumberofmanuscripts–eightcompletecopiesandsome

fiveextractsofdifferentlength(seedeBlois,Persian Literature,5/1,pp.164–65;Tūdūā/
Gvākhāriyā(eds.),Fakhral-DīnGurgānī,Vīs-u Rāmīn,introduction,pp.27–28).Foredi-
tions, see Fakhr al-Dīn Gurgānī, Vīs-u Rāmīn, ed. Maḥjūb; Fakhr al-Dīn Gurgānī, Vīs-u 
Rāmīn,ed.Tūdūā/Gvākhāriyā.Fortranslations,seeFakhrud-DīnGurgānī,Vis and Ramin,
trans.Morrison(English;prose);FakhraddinGorgani,Vis and Ramin,trans.Davis(Eng-
lish;verse);Gorgâni,Le roman de Wîs et Râmîn,trans.H.Massé,Paris1959(French;prose);
FakhriddinGurgani,Vis i Ramin: poèma,trans.S.Lipkin,Moscow1963(Russian;verse).

34 OurknowledgeofGurgānīandthecircumstancesofhiswork’scompositionderivesfrom
thepoemitself.Forsummary,seeMeisami,“Gorgāni”.
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MubadthatrendershimimpotentwithVīs.ThelovesickRāmīnconfidesinthe
nurse,whoaftermuchpersuasionandtrickerybringshimandVīs together.
Fromnowonthe lovers seekeveryopportunity tospendtimetogetherand
constantly strugglewith theobstacles seton thepathof their illicit love by
Mubadwhodiscoverstheirsecret.FatiguedbyincessantsufferingandMubad’s
hostility,RāmīndepartsfromMarv,goestoGūrābwherehemeetsmoon-like
Gulandmarriesher.VīswritesalonglettertoRāmīndescribingherfeelings
duringtheirseparation.Bythetimehereceivesit,Rāmīnhasgrownwearyof
Gul and returns to Vīs. The two conspire with the nurse and plan a revolt
againstMubad,afterwhichtheyfleetoDaylamwiththeking’streasury.Mubad
followsthembutiskilledbyawildboar.TheloversreturntoMarvwherethey
getmarriedandRāmīniscrownedking.Heruleseighty-threeyears;afterVīs
dies,hepasseshisthronetotheireldersonandlivesuntilhisdeathasarecluse
atVīs’stomb.35

Asfarastheromance’ssourcesareconcerned,Gurgānīoffersasomewhat
convoluted explanation in one of the initial sections of his poem. While
describinghisconversationwithhispatron,theIsfahanigovernorʿAmīdAbū
al-FatḥMuẓaffar,whoaskshisopinionaboutthestoryofVīsandRāmīn“which
iswelllikedinthiscountry”,Gurgānīconcedestothelovelinessofthestory.He
mentions that it was put together by six wise men in the Pahlavi (Middle
Persian)languagewhichwasnotaccessibletoeverybodyatthattime.During
previous times thestorywasused for thestudyofPahlavi.Moreover, in the
past “there were no professional poets”, and only now poets know how to
imposemetreandrhymeonspeech.Afterpresentingtheadvantagesofversi-
fieddiscourseoverprose,Gurgānīrefers,somewhatironically,totheancient
expertswhorenderedthestoryintoPersian,butintroducedstrangewordsand
failedtoembellishitwithconceitsandproverbs.Attherequestofthegover-
nor,hetakesituponhimselftoadornthestoryand“wash”itofmeaningless
andobsoletewords.36GurgānīthusevokesbothMiddlePersian(Pahlavi)and
NewPersiansourcesandimpliesthatthepoemisatonceatranslationofa
workinMiddlePersian,andareworkingofatranslationfromMiddlePersian
to New Persian.37 Although there is some vagueness as to the immediate
sourceGurgānīworkedfrom,mostscholarsagreethatitwasprobablyinsome-

35 For a more detailed summary, see Minorsky, “Vīs u Rāmīn”, 11/4, pp. 745–53; Bürgel,
“Liebesvorstellungen”,pp.67–77.

36 Fakhral-DīnGurgānī,Vīs-u Rāmīn,ed.Tūdūā/Gvākhāriyā,pp.28–29.Fulltranslationin
Minorsky,“VīsuRāmīn”,11/4,pp.742–43.

37 Davis,“VisoRāmin”.



75IntheMoodofLove:LoveRomancesinMedievalPersianPoetry

whatantiquatedNewPersian;38whether itwas inverseor inproseremains
unclear.39

ThebackgroundofVīs-u RāmīnasspecificallyParthianwaswellestablished
byVladimir Minorsky, who discusses the internal evidence of the romance,
includingthenamesofitscharacters,geographicalbackgroundandpolitical
organisation reflected in it, thus demonstrating its probable origins in the
Arsacidperiod(247/38BC–224AD).40

TheVīs-u RāmīnissaturatedwithZoroastrianmotifsandpractices,among
whichthebrother-sistermarriage(betweenVīsandVīrū)whichwasconsid-
ered desirable in pre-Islamic Zoroastrian Iran and the mention of which is
generallyeschewedinIslamictextsofpre-IslamicoriginbyMuslimauthors;a
particular attitude to menstruation and to woman’s impurity during this
period;thesignificantroleofsacredfires;themotifoftrialbyfire;Vīs’sburial
onadakhma,theTowerofSilence,andmore.

Fromthepointofviewofthedevelopmentoftheloveromance,Vīs-u Rāmīn
representsamilestoneinthemedievalPersiantradition,greatlysurpassingthe
worksofʿUnṣurīandʿAyyūqīdiscussedabove:Gurgānīintroducespsychologi-
caldepthbyexpressingthecharacters’innermostfeelingsandthoughtsandby
conveyingthemoralcomplexitiesofhumanexperience.41Thisisachievedby
presenting shifting or contrasting points of view through various rhetorical
means,amongtheminteriormonologueanddialogueofthecharacters,inter-
polated lyric passages of songs sung by the accomplished minstrel Rāmīn,
letters, narratorial interjections serving as commentary on the action, and
descriptionsbuiltonrichimagery.42Inaddition,Gurgānī’sVīs-u Rāmīn intro-
ducesadiscourseontheidealofkingship,specificallyontherelationbetween
violenceandinjusticeastheyareembodiedfirstandforemostinthecharacter
ofMubad,butalso inRāmīn’s infidelitytoVīs,43–thethemeswhichwould
becomepivotalinNiẓāmī’sloveromances.

ThediffusionofVīs-u Rāmīnseemstoberatherlimited.Itwaspopularin
themedievalCaucasus,towhichitsprosetranslationinthe12thcenturyinto
GeorgianasVisramianibearstestimony.ThetranslationisattributedtoSargis

38 Ibid.;Minorsky, “VīsuRāmīn”, 11/4,p.744;25/2,p.275;Tūdūā/Gvākhāriyā (eds.),Fakhr
al-Dīn Gurgānī, Vīs-u Rāmīn, introduction, pp. 22–23. For a different view, see e.g., de
Blois,Persian Literature,5/1,p.163.

39 Onthis,seee.g.,deBlois,Persian Literature,5/1,p.162.
40 Minorsky,“VīsuRāmīn”,11/4;12/1;25/2.
41 SeeMeisami,Poetry,pp.137–45.Foranexaminationoftherepresentationofthecharac-

tersandtheirrelationship,seealsoBürgel,“Liebesvorstellungen”,pp.77–90.
42 Foranincisivediscussionofallmentionedaspects,seeMeisami,Poetry,pp.90–111.
43 Seeibid.,pp.182–92.
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Tʾmogveli and closely follows Gurgānī’s poem.44 The Ottoman poet Lāmiʿī,
mentionedaboveinconnectionwithhisrenderingofʿUnṣurī’sVāmiq-u ʿAdhrā
into Ottoman Turkish, compiled a version of Vīs-u Rāmīn as well, which
althoughpreservingtheoriginalmetreofGurgānī’spoemandshowingadirect
dependenceonit,considerablyreworksit.45Vīs-u Rāmīn’simpactismostpal-
pableinNiẓāmī’sromanticpoems,firstandforemostinhisKhusrau va Shīrīn
(seebelow).

AttemptshavebeenmadetodemonstratetheinfluenceofVīs-u Rāmīn on
theCelticlegendofTristanandIseult.46However,intheabsenceofaplausible
explanationastohowthisstorycouldhavemigratedfrommedievalKhurāsān
tomedievalEurope,anycomparisonsareboundtoremaininconclusive.

d) Romantic Poems by Niẓāmī
Ilyās b. Yusūf Niẓāmī-yi Ganjavī (d. not later than 1209/10) was a native of
Ganja,thecapitalofArrāninTranscaucasianAzerbaijan,wherehespentthe
wholeofhislife.47BorntoaKurdishmother,hehadasonMuḥammadfrom
hisfirstwifeofQipchaqslaveorigin.Althoughnoinformationonhiseduca-
tion is available, his works testify to his mastery of the Persian and Arabic
languageandliterature,Islamictheologyandjurisprudence,philosophy,eth-
ics,music,astronomyandastrology;hewaswellacquaintedwithgeographical
andcosmographicalliteratureofhistimeandpossessedsomeknowledgeof
mathematics,medicine,andbotany.Niẓāmīprobablystartedhiscareerasa
courtpoet,but thenrenounced it,possiblyonaccountof theenvyofother
courtpoets.48Nevertheless,allhisworkswerecommissionedby,ordevotedto,
certainpatrons.

Niẓāmī’s poetic output comprises five narrative poems, unified after his
death under the title Khamsa (“Quintet”) or Panj ganj (“Five Treasures”):
Makhzan al-asrār (“TheTreasuryofSecrets),Khusrau va Shīrīn (“Khusrauand

44 ForbibliographicalreferencestoeditionsandtranslationsoftheGeorgianversion,seede
Blois,Persian Literature,5/1,p.165.

45 SeeMinorsky,“VīsuRāmīn”,12/1,pp.31–32.
46 For a bibliography on the supposed connections, see de Blois, Persian Literature, 5/1,

p.167;alsoFakhraddinGorgani,Vis and Ramin,trans.Davis,pp.xxxiii–xlii.Forenumera-
tionofcommonmotifsandsimilarities,seeDavis,“VisoRāmin”;Fakhrud-DīnGurgānī,
Vis and Ramin,trans.Morrison,passim.Forarebuttaloftheconnection,see,e.g.,Bürgel,
“Liebesvorstellungen”,pp.96–98.

47 Biographicaldataonthepoetvariesconsiderably.IfollowBertelʾs’sreconstructionbased
mostly on internal evidence extracted from the poet’s works. See Bertelʾs, “Nizami”,
pp.91–123;alsoChelkowski,“NiẓāmīGandjawī”,p.76.

48 DiscussioninBertelʾs,“Nizami”,pp.114–17.



77IntheMoodofLove:LoveRomancesinMedievalPersianPoetry

Shīrīn); Laylī va Majnūn (“Laylī and Majnūn”); Haft paykar (“The Seven
Beauties”or“TheSevenPortraits”);Iskandar-nāma(“TheBookofAlexander”).49
Apartfromthenarrativepoems,Niẓāmīalsocomposedghazals(lyricpieces),
andtoalesserextent,qaṣīdas(panegyricodes)andrubāʿīs (quatrains);atleast
one collection (dīvān) of his shorter poems was in circulation by 1188.50
Manuscriptsofhislyriccollection,rareinthemselves,usuallycomprisearound
twothousanddistichs.51

1) Khusrau va Shīrīn
ThestoryofthesecondpoemoftheKhamsa,Khusrau va Shīrīn (completed
between1176and1186),52takesplaceinahistoricalsetting,towhichIrefer–
whererelevant–inasummaryofthepoem’splot.

Prince Khusrau (the Sasanian Khusrau II Parvīz; r. 590–628), son of Shāh
Hurmuz(theSasanianHurmizdIV;r.579–590),hearsfromthepainterShāpūr
about Shīrīn,53 the beautiful niece of the Queen of Arrān known as Mihīn-
Bānū.54Hefallsinlovewithher.TogainShīrīn’sheartforKhusrau,Shāpūrgoes
to Armenia where Shīrīn entertains herself during spring-time. Having seen
Shāpūr’sportraitsofKhusrau,Shīrīnbecomessoenamouredthatsheimmedi-
ately sets off for Madāyin, Khusrau’s capital. In the meantime, however,

49 For the complex chronology of Niẓāmī’s poems, see de Blois, Persian Literature, 5/2,
pp.439–46.

50 Seeibid.,p.447.
51 OnNiẓāmī’slyricpoetry,seeBertelʾs,“LirikaNizami”.
52 SeeNiẓāmī,Khusrau va Shīrīn,ed.Tharvatiyān.Forothereditions,seedeBlois,Persian 

Literature,5/2,pp.483–84.Fortranslations,seeNizâmi,Le Roman de Chosroès et Chîrîn,
trans.H.Massé,Paris1970(French;prose);Nizami,Chosrou und Schirin,trans.J.Ch.Bürgel
(Manesse Bibliothek derWeltliteratur), Zürich 2009 (German; prose interspersed with
verse); Nizami, Sobranie sochineniy v pyati tomakh, vol 2: Khosrov i Shirin, trans. K.
Lipskerov,Moscow1985(Russian;verse).

53 ShīrīnisahistoricalfigurementionedinearlyChristiansources,Syriac,Byzantine,and
Armenian,aswellasinearlyArabichistoriographicalworks.Onthebasisofthesources,
onemayconcludethatShīrīnwasaChristianandKhusrau’sconcubine;itwasonlyafter
sometimethatsheandKhusraumarried(probablyin592),Shīrīnbecomingoneofhis
mostinfluentialwives.HerethnicoriginisvariouslygivenasGreek(Byzantine),Persian,
orArmenian.SeeAliyev,“Rannieistochniki”;idem,“Legenda”;Orsatti,“KosrowoŠirin”.

54 Mihīn-Bānū,whosepersonalnameisShamīrā(or:Shumayrā),doesnotappearinearlier
versionsofKhusrau va ShīrīnandisintroducedintothestorybyNiẓāmī(seealsobelow).
OnthebasisoftheetymologyofShamīrā’snameandthedataofearlymedievalArme-
niansources,thesuggestionwasmadethatthecharacterretainstracesofthelegendary
narrativeaboutSemiramis,aspreservedinArmeniantradition.SeeAliyev,”ObrazMehin-
Banu”.
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Khusrauisslanderedbeforehisfather,leavesthecourtanddepartsforArmenia
tofindShīrīn.Theychanceuponeachotherontheroadbutremainunaware
ofoneanother’sidentity.ShīrīnstaysinMadāyinundertheguiseofKhusrau’s
new concubine, while he spends time in Bardaʿa, Mihīn-Bānū’s capital.The
lovers’pathsfinallycrosswhenKhusrauseeksrefugeinBardaʿafromBahrām
ChūbīnwhousurpedthethroneafterHurmuz’sdeath.55Notwithstandingthe
unrestinhiskingdom,Khusraupasseshistimeinlight-heartedpleasureswith
Shīrīn;however,whileentreatinghertoconsummatetheirlove,hereceivesa
firmrejection:ShīrīnisreadytobecomeKhusrau’swifeonlyafterhehassup-
pressed the uprising and restored to himself his father’s throne. Khusrau’s
woundedprideinduceshimtotakesteps:heseeksthehelpofQayṣarofRūm
(theByzantineEmperorMaurice;r.586–602)whowillinglyaidshim,strength-
eningtheirpactbyweddinghimtohisdaughterMaryam.56Khusraurestores
hisswayoverIran.

MeanwhileMihīn-BānūdiesandShīrīninheritsherthrone,butmovedby
herloveforKhusrau,shearrivesinIran,whereshelivesinseclusioninamoun-
tain castle. This is where the story of Farhād’s tragic love for Shīrīn starts,
ending in his suicide as a result of the ruse played on him by the jealous
Khusrau.57Maryamdiesbutthisdoesnotremovetheobstaclesbetweenthe
lovers.The complexity of their relationship is masterfully articulated in the
longsceneoftheirconversingonthesnowyevening,Shīrīnstandingonthe
wallofhercastle,whilethefreezingKhusraupleadswithhertolethimin–but
tonoavail.Whenat long last they finallymarry,Khusrau fallsvictimto the
conspiracyofhissonShīrūyawhocovetsbothhisfather’sthroneandhisstep-
mother. Khusrau is imprisoned and Shīrīn stays with him in the dungeon,
whereheisstabbedtodeathwhilesheisasleepnearhim.Sheshunsherstep-
son’simportunityandkillsherselfonKhusrau’stomb.

55 TheSasaniangeneralBahrāmChūbīncontestedKhusrauIIParvīz’srighttothethrone
andastateofwarensuedbetweenthetwo.KhusrauwasforcedtoseekByzantinesupport
andinthemeantimeBahrāmChūbīncrownedhimselfking(r.590–91).

56 NoancientsourcesmentionadaughterofMauricemarriedtoKhusrau,andthefigureof
MaryamisusuallyconsideredasaduplicationofShīrīnlackinghistoricalbasis.However,
recent research shows that this character might be identified as the Persian Christian
martyrSaintGolinduch(d.591),baptisedwiththenameMaria.ShemetKhusrauIIat
Hierapolis,inthecompanyoftheEmperorMaurice’semissary,Domitian,bishopofMeli-
tene.AversionofherLife wastranslatedintoGeorgianandwasprobablyknowninthe
Caucasusregionintheearlymedievalperiod.SeeBrock,“Golinduch”;Orsatti,“Kosrowo
Širin”.

57 FortheFarhād–ShīrīnstoryanditsevolutionfromthetimeofNiẓāmītothe20thcentury
bothinPerisanandTurkish,seeDuda,Ferhād und Shīrīn.
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In a section explicating the reasons for his composing the poem, Niẓāmī
describesthestoryofKhusrauandShīrīnaswellknownandmostpleasing,at
the same time remarking on the inadequate treatment of its theme.58 He
admitsacquaintancewithFirdausī’s renderingof thestory,mentioningthat
ḥakīm (i.e.Firdausī)disposedofthelovetopicbecauseofhisoldage.Niẓāmī
doesnotintendtoemulatehispredecessor,buttofocusonthe“gameoflove”.59
Indeed,Niẓāmī’sversiondiffersconsiderablyfromthatofFirdausīinitsscope,
plot development and character treatment. Unlike Firdausī, Niẓāmī devotes
minimalattentiontothehistorical-politicalbackgroundofthestoryandrep-
resentsthecharacterofShīrīninadifferentlight(seebelow).

AnothersourcementionedbyNiẓāmīisamanuscriptdraftkeptinBardaʿa,
whose “clean copies are well disseminated”.60 This might point to the local
natureofmaterialsusedbyNiẓāmīwhichcirculatedinmedievalAzerbaijan
wherehelived.Indeed,thestoryofFarhādandthefigureofMihīn-Bānūwith
thelocalisationofherrealminthehistoricalBardaʿafirstappearinNiẓāmī’s
poemandmightoriginateinlocaltraditions,whetherwrittenororal.61

BesidesFirdausī,Khusrau va Shīrīn wasformedindialoguewithyetanother
literarywork,Gurgānī’sVīs-u Rāmīn,theaccountofwhichwasgivenabove.In
additiontothestructuralaffinitytoGurgānī’spoemwhichfindsexpressionin
Niẓāmī’s use of the same metre, Niẓāmī introduces direct references to the
characters,62modelsscenesonthisearlierworkandechoes–bothexplicitly
andimplicitly–Gurgānī’sworkonthelevelsofpoeticdevice, languageand
imagery.63Moreover,whileNiẓāmī’sattitudetowardsthestoryofKhusrauand
ShīrīnbyFirdausīissomewhatdismissive,hisrelationtoVīs-u Rāmīn isthatof
intertextualitythat“atonceincreasesthecomplexityofNiẓāmī’sromanceand

58 Niẓāmī,Khusrau va Shīrīn,ed.Tharvatiyān,p.137,lines37–38.
59 Ibid.,p.137,lines46–50.ForFirdausī’sversionofthestory,seeFirdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.

Khāliqī-Muṭlaq,vol.8,pp.259–319,lines3387–4107;pp.364–73,lines494–615.
60 SeeNiẓāmī,Khusrau va Shīrīn,ed.Tharvatiyān,p.137,line39.VaḥīdDastgirdīgivesadif-

ferentreading–“whosecleancopiesarenot known(nīst maʿrūf)indissemination”(Khus-
rau va Shīrīn,ed. Dastgirdī,p.32, line10),–whichsupportsthelocaloriginsofatleast
somepartsofNiẓāmī’sstory.

61 Seealsonotes54,56and60above.
62 See,forexample,thereferencestoVīs(intheformofVīsa)inNiẓāmī,Khusrau va Shīrīn,

ed.Tharvatiyān,p.350,line46;p.368,line74.
63 TheaffinityofNiẓāmī’sKhusrau va Shīrīn withVīs-u Rāmīnhasbeenlongnotedandstud-

ied,mostlyalongthelinesofinfluence,borrowingandimitation;see,e.g.,Maḥjūb(ed.),
Fakhral-DīnGurgānī,Vīs-u Rāmīn,introduction,pp.91–95.See,however,thenextnote.
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suggeststhatheviewshispoemasacommentaryon(or,properly,interpreta-
tionof)thatofhispredecessor”.64

ComparingFirdausī’s treatmentof theKhusrauandShīrīnnarrativewith
thatofNiẓāmī’s bringstotheforedistinctivedifferencesintwodomains:(a)
betweentwocontrastingtraditions–onecriticalofShīrīn,withitsrootsinthe
Sasaniandynasticchronicles,theotherinherfavour,withitsrootsinArmenia
andtheChristianregionsoftheCaucasus;(b)betweenthegenresofheroic
epicandloveromance.WhereasFirdausītouchesuponthetaleofKhusrau’s
andShīrīn’sloveonlycursorily,framingitwithinthedetailedhistoricalnarra-
tive of Khusrau’s rule and focusing on battles and political issues, Niẓāmī
organiseshisworkaroundtheirloveanditsrepercussions.Khusrau va Shīrīn
containsonebattleonly,thatagainstBahrāmChūbīn,whichisinfactcaused
byShīrīn’sremindingKhusrautofulfillhisdutytowresthiskingdomfromthe
usurper.65BycontrasttoFirdausī’sShīrīn,whoisofhumbleoriginandvindic-
tive in nature and whose jealousy leads her to poison Maryam,66 Niẓāmī
portraysanoble,chaste,albeitpassionate,womanwhodefiesKhusrau’sinitial
viewofherasanobjecttobepossessedandrejectshisdividedloyaltiesinlove
as in kingship. With Shīrīn’s help and as a consequence of his love quest,
Khusrauovercomeshiswillfulness,evenifbelatedly.ForNiẓāmī,asforGurgānī
beforehim,marriageistheonlytrueunionandtheultimatesymbolofthesuc-
cessorfailureofthelovers’pursuit,whereasacourtlyattitudetowardsloveis
perceivedasincapableofleadingtotruewisdom.67

2) Laylī va Majnūn
Thepoemcomprisesover4,000distichs.68Itwaswrittenin1188attherequest
of the ruler of Shirvān Jalāl al-Daula va al-Dīn Abū al-Muẓaffar Akhsatān

64 Meisami,Poetry,pp.111–12.SeealsoGvakhariya,“VisoRamin”.Foracomparisonofthe
episodes which Niẓāmī adapted or modelled on Vīs-u Rāmīn, see Meisami, Poetry, pp.
113–22,152–55.

65 Foradescriptionofthebattle,seeNiẓāmī,Khusrau va Shīrīn,ed.Tharvatiyān,pp.255–58.
66 Firdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-Muṭlaq,vol.8,pp.269–70,lines3511–15.Firdausī’scenso-

rioustreatmentofShīrīnincomparisonwithotherfemalefigureswhosurroundKhusrau
is dealt with in van Ruymbeke, “Firdausi”; however, see also Davis, “Aesthetics”,
pp.118–20,122.ThedifferencesintherepresentationofMaryamandShīrīnbyFirdausī
andNiẓāmīarediscussedbyMuʾayyad,“MaryamvaShīrīn”.

67 Foranalysis,seeMeisami,Poetry,pp.145–58,192–98.
68 OfallNiẓāmī’spoems,Laylī va Majnūnraisesthemostquestionsastoitstextualhistory;

wholechaptershavebeenpurgedaslaterinterpolations.Invariouseditionsthenumber
ofchaptersanddistichsmayvarysignificantly.Onthecontroversy,seeBertelʾs,“Nizami”,
pp.270–73;Chelkowski, “NiẓāmīGandjawī”,p.78.ThemostrecenteditionisNiẓāmī-yi
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(r. 1187–1196), who himself selected the subject: the story memorialising
MajnūnandLaylī.69Atfirst,Niẓāmīisreluctant,foralthoughwellknown,the
legendisdifficult topoeticise:devoidofany joiedevivre, it isset inbarren
rockymountainterrain,andresolutelyrefusestointroducepleasingpoeticele-
ments,suchasdescriptionsofgardensandroyalfeasts.However,persuadedby
his son Muḥammad,70 Niẓāmī embarks on the task and completes it in an
extremelyshortperiodoftime, lessthanfourmonths,accordingtohisown
statement.71

InthecountryoftheArabstherelivedachieftainofthetribeofʿĀmir,who
prayedforason.Hisprayerswereansweredandason,namedQays,wasborn.
Bythetimeheisten,hisbeautyisproverbial.72Senttoschool,Qaysfallsinlove
with his classmate Laylī (compare the same motif in ʿAyyūqī’s Varqa va 
Gulshāh).Theintensityofhisloveissogreatthatheistermed“possessedbya
jinn” (Majnūn).Thetwoareseparated forpropriety’s sake.Majnūnwanders
aroundinfrenzysinginglovesongsandalienatinghimselffromsociety.The
attemptofMajnūn’sfathertoproposehissontoLaylīismetwithrejection.In
ordertorestoreQaystoreason,hisfathertakeshimtoKaʿba,butinsteadof
curinghislove,thepilgrimagekindlesit further.Forherpart,Laylīpinesno
less,heranguishintensifiedbyoccasionallylisteningtoghazalscomposedand
sungbyMajnūn.Inthemeantime,nobleNaufaltriestohelpMajnūnwinhis
belovedbywagingbattleagainstLaylī’s tribe,butwithoutsuccess.Majnūn’s
estrangementfromhumankindgrows;theonlyconsolationlefttohimishis
friendshipwithwildanimals.Inthemeantime,wearyofMajnūn’seccentricity
Laylī’sfamilymarrieshertoIbnSalām,butthemarriageisneverconsummated

Ganjavī,Laylī va Majnūn, ed.B.Zanjānī,Tehran1990,whichisdividedinto67chapters
andcomprises4,538distichs.IusethroughoutNiẓāmī,Laylī va Majnūn,ed.Tharvatiyān;
forothereditions,seedeBlois,Persian Literature,5/2,p.485.Forprincipaltranslations,
seeLayla and Majnun by Nizami, trans.C.Turner,London1997 (English;proseadapta-
tion);NizamiGanjavi,Leila und Madschnun:der berühmteste Liebesroman des Morgen-
landes,trans.R.Gelpke,Zürich1983(German;prose,abridged);Nizami,The Story,trans.
Gelpke (English version of German; prose); Nizami, Leyli i Medzhnun, trans. R. Aliyev,
Baku1981(Russian;prose);NizamiGyanjevi,Sobranie sochineniy v pyati tomakh,vol.3:
Leyli i Medzhnun,trans.T.Streshneva,Moscow1985(Russian;verse);Nizami,Layli i Mad-
zhnun,trans.Chalisova/Rusanov(Russian;literalversebyversetranslation,withexten-
sivescholarlycommentary);Neẓāmī,Leylā e Majnūn,trans.G.Calasso,Milan1985(Italian;
prose).

69 SeeNiẓāmī,Laylī va Majnūn,ed.Tharvatiyān,p.44,lines25–26.
70 Ibid.,pp.45–47,lines35–81.
71 Ibid.,p.47,line91.Onthecircumstancesofthepoem’scomposition,seeNizami,Layli i 

Madzhnun,trans.Chalisova/Rusanov,pp.15–18.Seealso,Bertelʾs,“Nizami”,pp.232–42.
72 Niẓāmī,Laylī va Majnūn,ed.Tharvatiyān,p.77,line46.
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becauseofLaylī’sfidelitytoherbeloved.AfterLaylī’smarriageandhisfather’s
deathMajnūn’sinsanityreachesitspinnacle,assuagedfromtimetotimebyan
exchangeoflettersbetweentheloversandbytheirsecretchasteencounters,
duringwhichMajnūnsingshisghazalsbrimmingwithdolefulnessandsorrow.
AffectedbyLaylī’ssufferingherhusbandIbnSalāmgetsillanddies.73Withthe
approachofautumnLaylīwithersaway.Majnūnbemoansherdeath, some-
timesprostratinghimselfonhergrave,sometimesroamingthemountains.He
eventually breathes his last breath, while embracing Laylī’s grave. His dead
bodyremainsthereforamonth,oraccordingtoanotherversion, forayear,
guardedbywildbeasts.Heisfinallyburiednearhisbeloved’sgrave,andthe
twograves turn intoaplaceofpilgrimage forsuffering loverswhosepain is
curedthere(again,compareasimilarmotifinʿAyyūqī’sVarqa va Gulshāh).

Unlikeinhisotherpoems,NiẓāmīdoesnotelaborateonthesourcesofLaylī 
va Majnūn,implyingonlythatheisreworkingacelebratedArabiantale.The
rootsanddevelopmentoftheMajnūnnarrativeintheArabicmilieuarefairly
wellestablished.Krachkovsiy’sstudyofthesourcesaffirmsthehistoricityof
severalpersonages inthenarrative.74Majnūnistraditionally identifiedwith
poetQaysb.al-Mulawwaḥwhodiedaround700andiscreditedwithpoemson
platoniclovefeaturingʿUdhrīmotifs,eitherofhisauthorshiporattributedto
him.75Thesepoems,as wellas commentarieson them, initially gave rise to
fragmentarymotifsconnectedtoMajnūnandLaylī(inearly9thcentury),and
latertomoreorlessorderlywrittenanecdotes(duringthe10thcentury),which,
however, never developed into a unified whole.76 As for Persian literature,
despite a score of allusions to the two lovers in poetry and prose before
Niẓāmī,77heappearstobethefirstauthortograntthetalecoherenttreatment,
urbanisingtheBedouinlegendandinvestingthefemalecharacterwithamore

73 Achapteronthelovers‘unionfollows(Niẓāmī,Laylī va Majnūn,ed.Tharvatiyān,pp.262–
72),which,onaccountof its incongruitywith thespiritof thenarrativeand laterepi-
sodes,isdeemedalaterinterpolation(seeBertelʾs,“Nizami”,p.265,n.110).

74 Krachkovskiy,“Rannyayaistoriya”,pp.602–03.AlsoMiquelandKempf,Majnūn et Laylâ. 
ForanopinioninfavourofMajnūnasanimaginarycharacter,seePellat,“MadjnūnLaylā.
i.InArabicliterature”,p.1102.

75 Krachkovskiy,p.603;alsoChelkowski,“NiẓāmīGandjawī”,p.78.Onʿ Udhrīpoetry,seep.72
above.

76 Krachkovskiy,“Rannyayaistoriya”,pp.622–24,631.SeealsoPellat, “MadjnūnLaylā. i. In
Arabicliterature”,p.1103;Seyed-Gohrab,“LeylioMajnun”.ThecontentsofthreeearlyAra-
bicversionsaregivenbyBertelʾs,“Nizami”,pp.242–49.

77 Forexamples,seeSeyed-Gohrab,Laylī and Majnūn, pp.69–72;deBruijn,“MadjnūnLaylā.
ii.InPersian,KurdishandPashtoliterature”,p.1104.
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activerole.78Asmentionedabove,somecommonmotifswithʿAyyūqī’sVarqa 
va Gulshāh canbediscernedinNiẓāmī’spoem;however,itisunclearwhether
NiẓāmīhadadirectacquaintancewithʿAyyūqī’sworkorborrowedthemotifs
fromthecommonlore.

Sincetheproblemofinterpolationsremainsunresolved,79interpretationof
thepoem’smeaningsisnecessarilyconjectural.Notwithstandingthat,differ-
entinterpretationshavebeensuggested.Accordingtoone,Majnūn’spassion
andself-alienationfromsocietycausehimtolosesightofhisownself,turning
him into a shell that harbours the image of the ideal Laylī which ousts her
earthlyprototype.Onlywhenfreedfromthemundanedoeshemetamorphose
intoapureandsublimePoet,hisdeliriouspassionaddingfurtherstimulusto
hispoeticgenius.80Accordingtoanother,opposing interpretation, thestory
revealsthedestructiveaspectsof lovewhich,onceitbecomesanobsession,
resultsindivisionratherthaninunion.TheultimateobjectofMajnūn’sadora-
tion is not Laylī, but his own self-image as a lover. His self-indulgence and
deliberateself-estrangementrooted,amongotherthings,inhismoralpassiv-
ity,destroyhisfamily,bothofhisparentsdyingfromthegriefofseparation,
compromises the honour of the noble Naufal, who offered him his aid, and
ultimately ruins the faithful Laylī.81 As for Majnūn’s poetry, inspired by his
abortive passion, it is limited to self-expression and provides “not guidance
towardrightconduct(theproperfunctionofpoetry),butmisguidance–itis,
inshort,anegativeexemplum”.82Yetanotherstrandofinterpretationoffersa
mystical readingof thepoem.ManifestationsofMajnūn’sseeminglyascetic
and abstinent way of life (emaciation, vegetarianism, reluctance to speak,
rejection of clothing) are considered to reflect the practices of mystics; his
deathiscouchedinmysticaltermsas“deathfromthehandsoftheBeloved”,
whilehisactionsandbehaviourareseenasmeaningfultohisdesiretorelease
himself from worldly bonds in a mystical quest for unity with the Beloved,
impersonated by Laylī.83 Although mystical poets did refer to Majnūn and
LaylīinamysticalcontextpriortoNiẓāmī’stime,inviewofthepoet’slackof
historicalconnectionwithSuficirclesandincongruitiesintherepresentation

78 ForchangesinArabicmaterialandinnovationswhichseemtobeintroducedbyNiẓāmī,
seeBertelʾs,“Nizami”,pp.267–69;Seyed-Gohrab,“LeylioMajnun”.

79 Seeabove,notes68and73.
80 Bertelʾs,“Nizami”,pp.269,273.
81 Meisami,Poetry,pp.158–63.OnpassivityasMajnūn’smaincharacteristic,seealsoAnvar,

“Pearls”,pp.56–57.
82 Meisami,Poetry,p.165;seealsoibid.,pp.166–71.
83 See, e.g., Nizami, Story, trans. Gelpke, pp. 219–20; Seyed-Gohrab, Laylī and Majnūn,

pp.89–159,213–69;Anvar,“Pearls”.
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ofthepair’srelationshipwiththeSufiidealofself-annihilationintheBeloved,
aSufiinterpretationofthepoemshouldbetreatedwithcaution.84

3) Haft paykar
Haft paykar is the last of Niẓāmī’s romantic poems and probably the most
accomplishedfromtheviewpointofitscontents,structureandstyle.Compiled
in 1197 and dedicated to the ruler of Marāgha ʿAlāʾ al-Dīn b. Āq-Sunqur (d.
1208),85thepoemamountstoslightlymorethan4,500distichs.86Similarlyto
Khusrau va Shīrīn, Haft paykar revolves around the historical figure of a
Sasanianking,BahrāmVGūr(r.421–39;hissobriquetGūrmeaning“onager”
whichwashisfavouriteprey),althoughthehistoricalcontextismuchlesssig-
nificant.87Structurally,thepoemisorganisedintotwodistinctbutinterrelated
parts:aframe-storythatcomprisesthenarrativeaccountofBahrām’slife,and
sevenlongtaleswhicharewovenintoitandcomprisethebulkofthepoem.88

OnaccountoftheunrestinIran,theheir-apparentBahrāmisbroughtupat
thecourtoftheArabkingNuʿmānwhoserealmisplacedinYemen.Bahrām
obtainsasuperbeducation:hemastersthreelanguages–Arabic,Persianand
Greek,–learnssciences,includingastrologyandastronomy,andbecomesan
unsurpassedhunter.Afterhisfather’sdeath,Bahrāmascendsthethroneafter
havingovercometheenmityoftheIraniannobility.Heproveshimselfawise
andjustruler,rescuinghispeoplefromfamine.Nextcomesthefamousepi-
sodeofBahrām’sconflictwithhisfavouriteslave-girlFitna,whichisultimately
peacefully resolved (see below, p. 85). The king sets out in search of the
PrincessesoftheSevenClimeswhoseportraitshesawinamysteriousroomin

84 SeeBertelʾs,“Nizami”,pp.110–11,270;Meisami,Poetry,p.172.
85 SeediscussionindeBlois,Persian Literature,5/2,p.441andn.2there.
86 Foreditionsandtheirevaluation,seedeBlois,Persian Literature,5/2,p.486;ibid.,“Haft

Paykar”, p. 523; his list should be completed by Niẓāmī, Haft paykar, ed. Tharvatiyān,
whichIusehere.TheprincipalcompletetranslationsincludeNizāmī,The Haft Paikar,
trans.C.E.Wilson;reprintof1924ed.inonevolume(English,eroticpassagesaretrans-
latedinLatin;blankverse;withusefulcommentary);Nizami,The Haft Paykar: A Medieval 
Persian Romance, trans. J.S. Meisami, Oxford 1995 (English; verse); Nizami, Sobranie 
sochineniy v pyati tomakh,vol.4:Semʾ krasavits,trans.V.Derzhavin,Moscow1985(Rus-
sian; verse); Nezāmī di Ganjè, Le sette principesse, trans. with introduction A. Bausani,
notesbyA.Bausani/G.Calasso,Milan2002[Or.publ.Bari1967].Foralistofpartialtrans-
lations,seedeBlois,Persian Literature,5/2,p.487.

87 ForacomparisonoftheBahrāmGūrstoryinArabicandPersianhistorical,literaryand
popularsources,includingHaft paykar,seePantke,Arabische Bahrām-Roman.

88 Thecomplexstructureofthenarrative,includingthespacialandtimepatternsasakeyto
thepoem’smeaningisminutelydealtwithinMeisami,Poetry,pp.203–36.
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hiscastlewhenhewasayouthinYemen.Eachprincesscomesfromadifferent
partoftheworld(i.e.,clime)–India,Turkistān,Khvārizm(=Chorezm),Saqlāb
(identifiable with medieval Russia), Maghrib, Rūm (Byzantium), and Persia.
An architect erects seven domed pavilions, one for each of the princesses,
everypavilionpaintedinacolourassociatedwiththeclimeandplanetofits
occupant.89Bahrāmvisitsoneprincesseachday,feastsandlistenstoataleshe
relates.Thetalesareelaborateandofsensualnature,comprisingfantasticor
riddle-likeelements.90WhileBahrāmisthusengagedwiththeprincesses,his
vizierseizespowerandthekingdomfallsintodisarray.OnceBahrāmbecomes
awareoftheinjusticesinflictedonthepeopleofhiskingdom,heexecutesthe
vizier, restores justiceandorders thesevenpleasure-domes tobeconverted
intofire-templesfortheworshipofGod.Duringhislasthunt,Bahrāmmysteri-
ouslydisappears inacavewhilehuntinganonager–gūr.Hisbodyisnever
recovered.

AswithKhusrau va Shīrīn,Niẓāmīselectedthestorywhichhadearlierbeen
dealtwithbyFirdausī,rewritingit,addingnewmaterialandchangingempha-
ses.91Oneofthemostconspicuousexamplesofhiscreativerewritingconcerns
theepisodeoftheconflictbetweenthekingandhisharp-girlFitna(Firdausī’s
Āzāda).92WhereasinFirdausī’scondensedversionBahrāmappearsasawillful
andtyrannicalrulerwhosecameltramplesĀzādaunderfootforherunfortu-
nateremarkwhichseeminglyhurthispride,Niẓāmīoffersanelaboratestory
which pre-empts Fitna’s role in Bahrām’s spiritual guidance and ends with
their marriage. Aside from Firdausī, Niẓāmī must have used the Mirrors for
Princesasasource,includingtheSiyāsat-nāma (“BookofGovernance”)ofthe

89 Foradiscussionofcolourandnumbersymbolism,seeKrotkoff,“Colour”;forexamining
theroleofastrology,seeVesel,“Réminiscences”;Ritter,Bildersprache,pp.27,50.

90 Theimagery,symbolismandpurportofthetalesintermsofBahrām’sspiritualprogress
fromthedarknessofmoralignorance(symbolisedbytheblackofthefirstdome)tothe
lightofillumination(symbolisedbythewhiteofthelast,seventhdome)areexaminedin
Meisami,Poetry,pp.225–32.

91 For the story of Bahrām Gūr in the Shāh-nāma, see Firdausī, Shāh-nāma, ed. Khāliqī-
Muṭlaq,vol.6,pp.363–615;contentsummaryinBertelʾs,“Nizami”,pp.315–19.Regarding
histreatmentoftheversionofhispredecessor,Niẓāmīdeclares,“thatwhichwasleftby
himhalf-saidIsay;thehalf-piercedpearlIthread;WhilethatwhichIfoundrightandtrue
justasbeforeI’velefttoview”;seeNiẓāmī,Haft paykar,ed.Tharvatiyān,p.90,lines24–25;
translationandanalysisinMeisami,Poetry,pp.201–02.

92 Seerespectively,Firdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-MuṭlaqandUmīdsālār,vol.6,pp.373–
76,lines166–98;Niẓāmī,Haft Paykar,ed.Tharvatiyān,pp.167–78.
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Saljūq vizier Niẓām al-Mulk (d. 1092). Other sources, notably those of the
insertedtales,haveyettobestudied.93

4) ReceptionofNiẓāmī’sRomanticPoems
Niẓāmī’soeuvrehadaconsiderable impactonthedevelopmentofdifferent
linguistic and ethnic literary traditions. “Niẓāmī’s poetic school” comprises
hundredsofcompositionsinavarietyoflanguages,fromPersian,Arabicanda
rangeofTurkiclanguagestoUrdu,Kurdish,Punjabi,Pashtoandothers;asub-
stantialpartofthecompositionsremainsuneditedandunstudied,someworks
known only by title.94 Whereas modern European scholarship employs the
term“imitation”or“creativeimitation”todescribeNiẓāmī-inspiredpoems,the
Persiannormativetraditionoffersasubtlerviewoftherelationshipbetween
thesourceanditsprogeny.Themostcommonpatternoftherelationshipis
definedasnaẓīra (“similar,parallel”),whenbothformal(e.g.,metre),composi-
tionalandsomethematicfeaturesofthemodelareretained,butatthesame
timenewmaterialisintroducedandthetopicandcharactersaretreatedinan
original fashion, providing different responses to themes and reflections
addressed in Niẓāmī’s poetry. Such are, for example, Shīrīn-u Khusrau, Maj-
nūn-u LaylīandHasht bihisht (“EightGardensofParadise”;notethechangesin
thetitlesofallthreepoems)bytheIndianpoetAmīrKhusrauDihlavī(d.1325),
whowasthefirsttoemulateNiẓāmī’sKhamsa;andtheworksLaylī va Majnūn,
Farhād-u Shīrīn and Sabʿa-yi sayyāra (“Seven Planets”) by ʿAlī Shīr Navāʾī
(d. 1501), who wrote in the Chaghatay (EasternTurkic) language.95 Another
type of relationship, tatabbuʿ (“following behind, succeeding”), involves the
keepingofformalelements(e.g.,metre,numberofchapters),butalteringthe
thematicnatureofthework.Asanexample,onecanmentiontheHaft akhtar 
(“SevenStars”)ofFānī-yiKashmīrī(d. 1670–71),writtenasatatabbuʿofHaft 
paykar, that substitutes Bahrām Gūr with a trickster Hilāl and relates seven
independent stories that take place during his travels.96 Finally, the javāb 

93 AnattemptwasmadetotracecertainmotifstotheJewishBook of EstherandtotheGreek
Liber Syntipae;seePiemontese,“Turandot”.Besideswrittensources,itishighlyplausible
thatNiẓāmīutilisedmotifsandtalescurrentinoraltradition;see,e.g.,Umīdsālār,“Haft
paykar-iNiẓāmī”.

94 Foranannotatedlisting,seeAliyev,Temy; Rādfar,Kitābshināsī,pp.216–34.Quantitatively,
themostfrequentlyemulatedofNiẓāmī’spoemsisLaylī va Majnūn,followedbyKhusrau 
va Shīrīn,Haft paykar beingtheleast;seeAliyev,Temy,p.20.

95 Foradiscussionof thecontentsof thepoemsandtheir relationtoNiẓāmī’swork, see
Aliyev,Temy,pp.45–58;Bertelʾs,“Nizami”,pp.275–81;Orsatti,“KosrowoŠirin”,andAliyev,
Temy,pp.156–61;Bertelʾs,“Navoyi”,pp.139–65respectively.

96 SeeAliyev,Temy,pp.219–22.
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(“reply”) type of relationship suggests the treatment of an entirely different
subjectalongthelinesdeterminedbythemodel(mostly,thesamemetre)and
implies debate across time with the model. Such is Nal-u Daman of Fayḍī
(d.1595)which,writtenasareplytoNiẓāmī’sLaylī va Majnūn,reworksoneof
the episodes of the Mahabharata.97 Thus, as a result of the poetic writing
inspiredbyNiẓāmī’sromanticpoems,wewitnessoverthecenturiesaprocess
ofaccumulation,wherebytextsandtheirauthorsareinvolvedinacomplex
intertextual relationship not only with their ultimate model, but also with
theirmoreimmediatepredecessors.

Startingfromthe14thcenturyonwardstwosignificant,albeitopposing,ten-
dencies in the reception of Niẓāmī’s romantic poems can be traced. One
concerns the interpretation of his poems, particularly Laylī va Majnūn and
Haft paykar, in a mystical Sufi vein, which spawned a host of compositions
illustrating various mystical concepts, among them, for example, works by
Jāmī(d.1492)andVaḥshī-yiBāfqī(d.1583).Theothertendencyinvolvesashift
towardsthefabulousandtheadventurous,borrowingfromfolkloreandthus
borderingonpopularliterature.98

Niẓāmī’sromanticpoemsinspiredoriginalreworkingsinGeorgianbyKing
TeymurazI(d.1663)whocomposedLayl-Mejnuniani,andbyNodarTsitsishvili
(d.ca.1658)whowroteBaram-Guriani (=thestoryofBahrāmGūr),adopting
themesandmotifs fromHaft paykar.99Although lesspopular thanNiẓāmī’s
otherpoemsfromtheviewpointofemulationinthePerso-Turkishmilieu,the
themesandmotifsofHaft paykar resurfaceinratherunexpectedculturalenvi-
ronments.Thus,theRedDomenovella,whichistoldtoBahrāmbytheRussian
princess re-emerges after many transformations as the story of Turandot, a
tragi-comedyversifiedbyCarloGozzi.100Inaddition,someofthepoem’smost

97 Seeibid.,pp.216–17.
98 Thelattertendencymanifestsitselfmostlyafterthe16thcenturyandtypicallyrelatesto

poetswritinginIndia(see,e.g.,Haft jauharofAbjadī,inPersian;Aliyev,Temy,pp.29–31;
Bahrām-u Bānū ḤusnbyAmīn,inUrdu;ibid,p.44;Bahram and Gulandam by Tabʾī, in
Dakhni;ibid.,p.204).

99 Seerespectively,Aliyev,Temy,pp.206–07and262–64.
100 TheconnectionwithNiẓāmī’sHaft paykarwasnotedlongago;see,e.g.,Meier,“Turandot

inPersien”,whichreferstoanumberofparallelstories.Thechannelsviawhichthetale
infiltratedtheEuropeanrealmremainobscure;hypothesesincludethePersiancollection
oftales,whichwastranslatedintoFrenchasLes Mille et un Jour byPétisdelaCroix(see
ibid.,p.1;Piemontese,“Turandot”,pp.133–34),andtheItalianstory-collectionPeregrinag-
gio di tre giovani figliuoli del re di Serendippo (publishedinVenicein1557)byacertain
ChristoforoArmeno(i.e.theArmenian)whotranslatedthetalesfromPersiantoItalian
(seeChilkūfskī,“Upirā-yiTūrāndūt”),pp.719–21.AprobableoffshootofNiẓāmī’staleisa



88 Rubanovich

conspicuousmotifscanbediscerned in theByzantineromanceVelthandros 
and Chrysantza (ca. 13thcentury),101whichfactcallsforacloserinvestigation
of a possible cultural impact of 11th–13th-centuries Persian literature on
ByzantineandEarlyModernGreekromances.

 Conclusion

In thecourseof the threehundredyearscoveredby thepresentsurvey, the
genreofPersianloveromancesunderwentasignificantevolution,maturingby
thelate13thcenturyintoafully-fledgedtradition,withitsownstructural,the-
matic and ideological dimensions. Departing from the conventions of the
heroicepic,itadoptedavarietyofpoeticmetres,versatileenoughtoexpress
romantictopics;theemphasisshiftedfromactiontoadepictionofthepro-
tagonists’interiorworldthroughelaborateimageryandcharacterdelineation.
Inaddition,loveromancesdemonstratediversityinthetypesoflovetheypor-
tray,fromthechasteandpuretotheillicittothematrimonialrelationship.Yet,
the common denominator in most of the Persian love romances discussed
aboveistheirtragicambiance,ontheonehand,andtheirdidacticpurport,on
the other hand, which both set them apart from their Ancient Greek and
Byzantine peers. With Gurgānī and even more so with Niẓāmī, the love
romancebecomestightlylinkedwithconceptsofjusticeandkingship,thelov-
ers’ relationship emblematic of just or tyrannic rule and reflecting the
transformationofthemaleprotagonist–usuallyaking–asheproceedsalong
thepathtoself-knowledge.

Fromtheviewpointoftheirsources,medievalPersianloveromancesdraw
onthreemajorculturaltraditions:pre-IslamicIranian,formedbothunderthe
Parthians(Vīs-u Rāmīn)andtheSasanians(Khusrau va Shīrīn,Haft paykar),
Arabic (Varqa va Gulshāh, Laylī va Majnūn), and Greek (Vāmiq-u ʿAdhrā).
Althoughwrittensourcescanbepostulatedformostofthetextsconsidered
above,theinfluenceoftheoraltraditionmusthavebeensignificantandmight
account for the local loreencountered, for instance, inNiẓāmī’s Khusrau va 
Shīrīn andHaft paykar.

At the same time, the above categorisation of the cultural traditions and
sourcesunderminesthecomplexityofculturalexchangeatworkintheIranian

vernacularGreekrewritingoftheearly15th-centuryAlexander and Semiramisbasedon
anOttomanVorlage;seeMoennig,Erzählung,esp.pp.19–36.

101 Foracomparativeanalysis,seeYiavis, “PersianChronicles”,esp.pp.34–38;onVelthan-
dros,seethechapteronOriginalromancesbyC.Cupaneinthisvolumepp.110–14.
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domainduringthepre-Islamicandearlymedievalperiods.Agoodillustration
ofsuchcomplexityisofferedbytherelationshipsbetweenGreekandPersian
materialsasreflectedinGreekHellenisticnovelsandPersianloveromances:
thisrelationshipisbetterdescribedasofmutualreciprocitythandirectinflu-
ence. Notwithstanding the origins of Vīs-u Rāmīn and Varqa va Gulshāh in
Parthian and Arabic sources respectively, these two romances demonstrate
significantmotifcorrespondenceswithGreeknovelswrittenbetweenca.100
BCEandca.300CE,i.e.,duringthedominationoftheParthianEmpire(247/38
BCE–224CE)wheretheGreekelementforalongtimeformedanimportant
partoftheParthianculture.102Commonmotifsandnarrativetechniquescom-
prise,amongothers,theabductionofabridearoundthetimeofherwedding
ceremony;theforcedseparationofloversduringwhichtheheroineprotects
herchastitybyeverymeanspossible;theimportanceofchanceinthedevelop-
mentofplot;thechronotopeof“adventure-time”,etc.103Thesesimilaritiesby
no means imply lost Greek prototypes either for Vīs-u Rāmīn or Varqa va 
Gulshāh,butrathersuggestthat“theirbasicmotivicbuildingblockswereorigi-
nally elaborated within the same hybrid milieu that gave rise to the Greek
novels,andthatthesharingofmotifsandnarrativetechniquebythetwosets
oftalesis inallprobabilityaresultoftheirhavingsprunginitiallyfromthis
common, culturally highly mixed, soil”.104 The same may prove true with
respecttotheimpactofthePersianloveromances,notablythoseofNiẓāmī,
on the neighbouring non-Persianate cultures, such as the Byzantine literary
tradition, for example. Any inquiry into cultural contacts should take into
accountpossiblechannelsoftransmissionandpatternsofdiffusionandrecep-
tionoftheliterarymaterial,beitonthelevelofmotif,themeoratextinits
entirety. The main prerequisite for such an inquiry remains, as always, an
old-schoolphilological-historicalscrutinypredicatedonaclosecomparative
readingoftheoriginaltexts.

102 OnGreekinfluenceduringtheParthianperiod,seeMartinez-Sève,“Hellenism”,p.161.
103 ForacomparisonoftheseandothercommonmotifsinthePersianromanceandGreek

love novel, see Davis, Panthea’s Children, pp. 44–57, 61–75; ibid., “Greek and Persian
Romances”,pp.339–40.

104 Davis,Panthea’s Children,pp.43–44.
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Chapter4

In the Realm of Eros: The Late Byzantine 
Vernacular Romance – Original Texts

Carolina Cupane

1 Cultural and Social Context
Sometime in the first decades of the 14th century, the poet Manuel Philes
(c.1270–after1332)composedanepigraminhonorofAndronikosKomnenos
Palaiologos, a cousin of the ruling emperor, Andronikos II.1 At the end, the
imperiallineageandnameofthenobleprincearementioned;hismilitaryvir-
tuesandothermeritsarealsopraisedeffusively:

Andronikos, noble scion of the Komnenoi, replete with every virtue, a
heroinbattle,abornorator,breathingfireinhiswrittenwork,inhiscom-
mand of argumentation, in the travails of war, in the most difficult
political and judicial matters, amply abounding in virtues beyond all
othermen.2

Themanextolledhereisalsoknownasacourageousgeneral(στρατηγός)in
othersources;inaddition,asanauthorheleftbehindanas-yet-uneditedwork
entitledDialogue with a Jew,3aswellasaroundtwohundrediambicversescon-
cerning virtues and vices, a very popular topic in Byzantine literature.4 As
impressiveasthesemaybe,theaforementionedachievementsarenotPhiles’s
primeconcern.Inthiscase,Andronikosisnotpraisedforhisaccomplishments

1 ManuelPhiles,Epigram,ed.Martini,publishedinKnös,“Quiestl’auteurduroman”,pp.280–
84.Thedateofcompositionprobablyfallsbetween1310and1340:seePichard, Callimaque,
p.XXVIII.

2 Epigram,152–67,ed.Martini(=Knös,“Quiestl’auteurduroman”,p.284).
3 TheGreektextofthedialogueremainsunedited;aLatintranslationmaybereadinPatrologia 

graecaCXXXIII,795–924.Onthecontent,seeKülzer,Disputationes graecae,pp.195–99.
4 Editionoftheiambicverseswithextensivebiographicalnotesontheauthor:M.Ozbic,

“I Κεφάλαια di Andronico Paleologo”, Byzantinische Zeitschrift 91 (1998), 406–22 (text,
pp.413–22).

© KoninklijkeBrillNV,Leiden,2016 | doi10.1163/9789004307728_006
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as an orator or as a general, but as the author of an erotic book (βιβλίον
ἐρωτικόν),i.e.,aromance.

InthecontextsofByzantineliterature, localizingeroticfictionwithinthe
milieuoftheimperialcourtisnothingnew;romancesinthe12thcenturywere
certainlycomposedforacourtlycircleofrecipientsandwereperhapsspon-
sored by this very audience.5 However, compared to the romances of the
Komnenianperiod,theplotofthework(evenintheroughsynopsisofferedby
Philes)seemsinnovative.

Threeprincesaresentbytheirfatheronajourneytoprovethemselves.The
bravestwillsucceedhimonthethrone.Theyoungestofthethreeturnsoutto
bethemostcapable:heconquersenemycities,subduesawildlion,climbsa
lofty mountain, breaks into a splendid castle ruled by a dragon, and frees a
princessimprisonedthere,withwhomheexperiencestheeroticjoysofcon-
summatedlove.Afteraperiodofhappiness,theyoungwomanisabductedby
aforeignking,whiletheheroisincapacitatedbyamagicalappledevisedbya
witch.Afterheregainsconsciousness,hesetsoutonasearchforhisbeloved,
locatestheadversary’spalace,donsmourningattire,andthusdisguisedenters
thegarden.Heidentifieshimselftothegirlbymeansofagoldenring,which
heconcealsinarosebush.Theloversarenowreunitedandnothingwillmar
theirbliss.

With his castles, dragons, and magical objects, the author conjures up a
trulyunconventional,6evenstrange,fictionalworld–aworldthatbreaksradi-
callywiththekindofsettingsdepictedinthelateantiquenovel.Theantique
decorwhichwasstillretainedinsubsequent12th-centuryByzantineromances
–suchastemples,altars,publicassemblies,andprocessionsinhonorofthe
Olympian gods – and the geographically recognizable Mediterranean back-
ground,markedbytheseaanditsdangers,givewaytoanuncertainworldof
wonderandsensuality,dominatedbythesupernatural.

Philestries,however,tothwartthestrangenessofthescenerybysubjecting
it to a systematic allegorical deconstruction. So the sovereign father is God,
whosetsnumeroustestsbeforehischildrensothattheymayprovethemselves
worthyofthekingdomofheaven.ThedragonisSatan,theobstaclesarehis
traps,thebeautifulprincessisthesoul,whosebeautycaptivatestheman.But,
whenhefailstobeincontrolofhispassions,hissouliskidnappedbyatyrant.
Inordertofreethesoulfromthetyrant’sclutches,themanmustdonpeniten-

5 OntheKomnenianromancesandtheirsocialbackground,seethecontributionsbyIngela
NilssonandPanagiotisRoilosinthisvolume.

6 OnthisseeCupane,“OtherWorlds”,pp.194–95.
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tialgarments.ByGod’sgrace,symbolizedbythegoldenring,hefinallysucceeds
inunitingwiththesoulagainandentersintotheFather’skingdom.

Thiskindofinterpretation,whichcoaxesahiddenmoralmeaningoutofa
talethatappearsindecent,wasalreadyinuseinantiquity;itwasappliedsys-
tematically in Byzantium to rehabilitate questionable topics, for example,
thoseconcerningpaganmythology.Inthisway,anumberofclassicalworks,in
particulartheHomericepics,weremadeacceptableforaChristianaudience.7
But even erotic literature was “purified” in this manner: for example, the
Aethiopica,aromancewrittenbyHeliodorusofEmesa(3rd-4thcenturiesAD),
which was widely read throughout the Byzantine era.8 Like the anonymous
princess in theeroticworkofAndronikosPalaiologos,Heliodorus’sheroine,
the beautiful Charikleia, is an allegory of the human soul.9 The allegorical
interpretationattemptedbyManuelPhiles,however, isunable toneutralize
thepotentialforinnovationwithinthisnewnarrativestyle.Onthecontrary,
suchatraditionalinterpretationhighlightsthestrangenessofthecontentall
themorestarklyandalsoshedsnewlightontheotherwiseclassically influ-
encedculturalmilieuofthePalaiologanera.10

Philesunfortunatelyrevealsnothingaboutthelinguisticregisterandform
(prosevs.meter)oftheworkhedescribes.Thiscomesasnosurprise:afterall,
theallegoricalmethodofinterpretationexcludesanyengagementwithformal
and stylistic features. It seems likely, however, that Andronikos Palaiologos
optedtousethevernacular,a languageformveryclosetoevery-dayspeech,
butnotidenticalwithit.

Literaryuseofthevernacularwasnothingnew,ofcourse.Worksthatexper-
imentwiththeliterarypotentialofthistypeoflanguage–whichwasper se
exclusivelyfororalcommunication–canalreadybefoundinthe12thcentury,
butsuchwritingswerestillrareatthattimeanddidnotusealowliteraryreg-
ister throughout the entire work.11 What was still the exception in the 12th
centurybecamethe rule in thePalaiologanperiod withregard to thebroad
fieldoffictionalnarrative,whichestablisheditselfatfirstattheendofthe13th

7 OnthetraditionofallegoricalexegesisinByzantium,seeCesaretti,Allegoristi bizantini.
8 OnHeliodorus’snovel,seethecontributionbyMassimoFusillointhisvolume;onHelio-

dor’s popularity in Byzantium, see Agapitos, “Narrative, Rhetoric and Drama rediscov-
ered”.

9 Onthis topic,seeGärtner, “Charikleia inByzanz”.Concerningthedisputedauthorship
anddatingoftheallegoricalexegesis,seeAcconciaLongo,“Laquestione”,counterargu-
mentinBianchi,Il codice del romanzo,pp.7–67.

10 Seebelow,n.15.
11 OnthisdevelopmentseeCupane,“VolksspracheundVolksliteratur”(forthcoming).
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century at the court of the first Palaiologan emperor in reconquered Con-
stantinopleandlaterencompassedwidercircles.12

Anoteworthyfeatureofvernacularlanguageandliteratureispermeability
aswellasopennesstowardsmaterialof foreignorigin.13Asamatterof fact,
theanonymousauthorsofromancesseemedunafraidofcontactwithforeign
materialandincorporatedmotifsfromwherevertheysensedsomethingenter-
tainingorcaptivating–fromtheEastbutespeciallyfromtheWest.Thisnew
literaryfreedomevenallowedthemtoborrowready-madecontent.Asaresult,
someofthemostpopularreadingmaterialintheWesternMiddleAgesfound
theirwayincreativeadaptationtoByzantium.14Althoughitcannotbeproven,
itisneverthelesspossiblethatastrongerorientationtotheWestwasassoci-
ated with a decentralization of literary activity, and so these adaptations
therefore may have originated far away from Constantinople in areas con-
trolledbytheFranks.15

2 Other Stories, Other Settings

If the indisputable receptiveness to foreignmaterial is themost remarkable
phenomenonofthevernacularfictionofthePalaiologanera,thelevelofcre-
ativityisnolessimpressive:thetraditionalerotic/adventurenarrativestructure
after the Hellenistic and late antique style was combined with new back-
groundsandmotifsinanunconventionalway,afactwhichentailedacomplete
reshapingofthenarrativestructure.Threeromancesinparticularcanbeseen
aspartakingofboth traditionand innovation.Theseworks,despite stylistic
autonomy,shareacommonsetofmotifsaswellasastrikingfondnessforthe
descriptive mode and a similar composition of narrative space; they may
thereforebeconsideredasagroup.

Livistros and Rodamne, Velthandros and Chrysantza, and Kallimachos and 
Chrysorrhoe probablywerewritteninclosechronologicalproximity,although

12 SeeBeck,“DerLeserkreis”.
13 Onthispoint,seeBeck,Byzantinisches Erotikon,pp.171–73.–Butthescholarlycommu-

nityinConstantinopledidnotitselfremainuninfluencedbytheinfluxofforeigntexts,as
translationsfromtheLatinbyManuelHolobolosandMaximosPlanoudesprove;onthis
topic, see for example Fisher, “Planoudes, Holobolos”, and ead., “Manuel Holobolos,
AlfredofSareshal”.

14 Ontheseadaptations,seethecontributionbyK.Yiavisinthisvolume.
15 SeeMoennig,Die Erzählung von Alexander und Semiramis,pp.41–45;Jeffreys,“Placeof

composition”and“ByzantineRomances”.



99IntheRealmofEros:TheLateByzantineVernacularRomance

therelativechronologycanonlybereconstructedimplicitly.16Thetitlesofall
threeworksrevealtheirproximitytotheancientnarrativetradition.Itisnot
merelybychancethatthechoiceofnamescloselyfollowsthatofromances
fromtheKomnenianperiod:Rodanthe,forexample,isthenameofthehero-
ine in Theodore Prodromos; Chrysochroe and Kratandros are the names of
the lovers in thesubplotof thesamework; the romancewrittenbyNiketas
EugenianosincludesKleandros,Kalligone,andChrysillainvariousroles.These
names,inturn,walkinthefootstepsofthelateantiquenovel.17However,the
fabulaonwhichallthreeworkswerebaseddifferssubstantiallyfromthetradi-
tionalplotofthelateantiquenovels.Thistraditionalplot,asalreadysuggested,
wassetinavaguelydefinedclassicalantiquityandwasretainedbythenovel
writersof the 12thcentury. Insteadof thecountlesswanderingsofapairof
youngloversseparatedbybitterfate,threatenedandenslavedbypiratesand
otherenemies,scatteredacrosstheentireMediterraneanregionandonlyat
the end reunited again, the three romances treated here initially place the
maleheroaloneatthecenteroftheaction.Theadventuresegmentissubstan-
tiallyreduced:intheopinionsoftheanonymousauthors,theonlyadventure
worthtellingistheexperienceoflove.Inthelateantiquenovelthemomentof
fallinginlovecertainlyplayedanimportantrole.Itwasplacedstructurallyat
thebeginningoftheplot:Lovefellupontheprotagonistslikeablow,pulled
themintoitsspell,forcedthemtoleavetheirhomeland,andsettheadventure
inmotion,alltograntthem(intheinevitablehappyending)sexualfulfillment
withinthesafehavenofmarriage.Inourthreeromances,however,thehero
findsloveonlyafteraseriesofadventures;hehastofirstseekoutthechosen
womanandprovehimselfworthyofher.Loveherehasbeentransformedinto
anartthathastobelearnedandrequiresakindofinitiation.Onlyafterthe
hero,inexperiencedinpassion,haschangedhisheart,cantheactuallovestory
start and develop through the canonical stages of violent separation and
reunionculminatinginthelikewisecanonicalhappyending.18Inkeepingwith
this new attitude toward love, the figure of Eros accordingly grows beyond
itself,sotospeak.Inplaceofthewinged,capriciousPuttooftheAlexandrian
traditionisnowapowerfulimperialfigure,governingallcreationandexercis-

16 Contrarytothepreviouslystatedopinions,IacceptinthiscasethesequenceLivistros–
Velthandros–Kallimachos,suggestedbyAgapitos,“Ἡχρονολογικὴἀκολουθία”,eventhough
Iconsiderthebackdatingofthefirstromancetothemid-13thcenturyunsupportedby
evidence.

17 SomeobservationsonthesimilarityofthenamescanbefoundinBeaton,Medieval Greek 
Romance,pp.151.153

18 Onthemacrostructureoftheoriginalvernacularromances,seeCupane,“Ilmotivodel
castello”,pp.236–41;onthemicrostructure,seeAgapitos,Narrative structure.
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ingjudicialfunctions.19Asafittingcontextfortheimperialappearanceofthe
Godof love,theanonymousromanceauthorscreatedaninnovativesetting,
whichindeedmaintainsthefeaturesofthelocus amoenus(pleasantplace)of
theclassicaltradition,butwhichexpandsthegardenintoanimpressiveroyal
palaceconsistingofseveralbuildings.Poisedbetweendreamandreality,the
realm of Eros in the vernacular romance appears initially on the narrative
sceneincolorfuldescriptions(ekphraseis),whichinlengthanddetailoutshine
whatromanceliteraturepreviouslyhadtooffer.20Gleaminginthesplendorof
gold,marble,andjewels,thisnewnarrativeplacetakesiconographicalinspira-
tionfromthemodelofthefabledimperialpalaceatConstantinople–apalace
that still remained the iconic image associated with imperial power in late
Byzantium.21 It is also a reference to the otherworldly realm, the heavenly
Jerusalem, which is described in numerous saints’ lives from the Middle
Byzantineperiodandwithwhichitsharesanumberofcommontraits.22But
thesimilaritiesgofarbeyondiconographicresemblances.JustasParadiseand
Hellinthereligioussphere,therealmofErosisanimaginaryworldofthemar-
velousparalleltotherealone,aprofaneparadisewhereaseparatechronotope23
outsideofrealityprevails:here, timestandsstillandthe lawsofphysicsare
suspended.AsGodAlmightyinthekingdomofheavenjudgesthebehaviorof
humanbeings,punishessinners,andrewardstherighteous,sodoesErosinthe
roleofbothemperorandjudge:hecondemnsthosewhobreakhiseroticlaw
andforcesthemtoloveagainsttheirwill.24Thisisnot,inmyopinion,aparody
of theChristianafterworld.WhentheanonymousauthorsendowEroswith
attributesandfunctionsassociatedwiththeChristianGodandallowhimin

19 Inthe12thcentury,EumathiosMakrembolites(Hysmine and HysminiasII7–9;III1,ed.
M. Marcovich, Eustathius Macrembolites De Hysmines et Hysminiae amoribus libri XI,
Munich/Leipzig2000.pp. 17–19and23–24)hadalreadydepictedErosasanenthroned
emperorsurroundedbyallegoricalfiguresandconferreduponhimjudicialauthorityover
the lives of the protagonists, see Cupane, “῎Ερως βασιλεύς” and “Metamorphosen des
Eros”;foradifferentviewcf.Magdalino,“ErostheKing”,aswellasChristophoratou,“Figuring
Eros”

20 Cupane,“KünstlicheParadiese”,pp.228–45.
21 Cupane,“Traumpaläste”,pp.427–34;cf.Jouanno,L’ekphrasis,pp.131–33and199–209.
22 SeeCupane,“Theheavenlycity”;seealso,fromadifferentperspective,Moennig,“Literary

Genres”,pp.166–73aswellashischapterinthisvolume,pp.  [17–18].
23 The Russian literary historian Mikhail Bakhtin coined the term “chronotope” for the

underlyingstructureoftimeandspaceinagivennarrative.Hetracedthedevelopmentof
thechronotopefromtheHellenisticnovelthroughtheRenaissance:seeBakhtin,Dialogic 
imagination, pp. 84–258; on the chronotope of the marvelous in medieval chivalric
romanceinparticular,seenowStörmer-Caysa,Grundstrukturen,especiallypp.196–236.

24 Cupane,”OtherWorlds”,pp.190–94.
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hiskingdomtocarryoutritualsandceremoniesthatinrealitytookplaceinthe
Byzantinecourt,whileinadditiondescribingtheritualswiththeterminology
associatedwithofficialimperialrhetoric,25theyclaimforthemselvesthesame
literarylibertiesthatacenturyearlierhadinspiredtheircolleaguesinmedi-
eval France to create a new myth about Cupid’s kingship and his heavenly
kingdom;theydesignedthiskingdomasanalogoustotheChristianparadise
and described it with language associated with mysticism and feudalism.26
DepictionsofroyaltywithitsattributeswerealwayscommoninByzantium;
theomnipotenceofErosinturnwasadignifiedtopos oflovepoetry.Themove
tomergethetwowasthusanaturalone,butitwasonlyaccomplishedwhen
historicaldevelopmentsforcedByzantiumanditsliteraturetocomeintocon-
tact with foreign literary inventions. In the context of cultural transfer, the
feudalSeigneurAmourfromFrenchpoetrywastransformedintotheByzantine
emperor–adevelopmentthattestifiestotheabilityofcourtliteratureinlate
Byzantiumtoengageincreativeassimilation.

3 The Texts in Detail: Structure and Motifs

 Livistros und Rodamne
ThelovestoryofLivistros,kingofthe(fictional)LatinkingdomLivandros,and
theprincessRodamne(likewiseofLatinorigin)istheonlyoneoftheoriginal
romancesextantinthreedifferentversions,allofwhicharetransmittedin15th
and16th-centurymanuscripts.Thereisahighprobabilitythattheoriginalver-
siondatesfromthelastquarterofthe13thcenturyandmayhaveoriginatedat
thecourt–possiblyduringthereignofAndronikosIIPalaiologos(1282–1328)
orduringthefinalyearsofthereignofhisfather,MichaelVIII(1259–1282).27
Such reworkings are evidence of the dissemination of the text in the post-
Byzantineperiod.Iwilldiscusslaterinthischaptertheirprominenceinthe
literatureofthe14thcentury.

25 OnthistopicseeAgapitos,“The«CourtofAmorousDominion»”,pp.394–403.
26 Ontheliteraryconstructionoftheparadisus amorisinRomanceliteratureofthelate12th

century,seeRuhe,Le dieu d’amours;cf.Jauss,“Allegorese”.
27 However,Agapitosdatestheromancetomid-13thcenturyandlocalizesitwithinthecul-

tural milieu of the exiled emperor at Nicaea (1204–1261), specifically at the court of
JohannesVatatzes(1222–1254).SeeAgapitos,“Χρονολογικὴἀκολουθία”,pp.101–17,Ἀφήγησις
Λιβίστρου, pp. 51–53, and “Rituals”, pp. 409–15. On the different versions, see Agapitos,
Ἀφήγησις Λιβίστρου,pp.211–27.
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Intermsofnarrativetechnique,theanonymousauthor–whowasundoubt-
edlywellacquaintedwiththeearliernarrativeliteratureofthe12thcenturyas
wellaswithlateantiquenovels–achievedaremarkableaccomplishment.As
AchillesTatiusandEumathiosMakrembolites,hechosetousethefirstperson,
buthehadthestorynarratedbyaminorcharacterandconstructedanarrative
frameworkinwhichtheveryactofnarratingisstageddramatically.Inapro-
logue28setbeforetheactualstory,Klitovosstandsbeforetheassembledcourt
ofQueenMyrtaneofLitavia(supposedlyinArmenia,butinrealityafictional
country);itislaterrevealedthatthequeenwasoncehislover.Inthiscontext,
Klitovos recounts the love story of Livistros and Rodamne – a story he wit-
nessedpersonally.Theplotbeginsabruptlyinaforestin medias res withthe
chancemeetingoftheprotagonist(Livistros)andthenarrator(Klitovos),who
hadbeenforcedtofleehishomelandbecauseofhis loveforamarriedlady
(Myrtaneherself).Fromthispointon,theburdenofnarrationfallsmainlyto
Livistros,whodescribestohisnewfriendthestagesofhisloveaffairinthepast
withPrincessRodamne.Onlyaftertheendofthislongflashback,whichtrans-
portstheaudiencetoatimeuptosixyearsinthepast,doesthemainnarrator
takeoverleadershipagain,inordertodescribefromnowontheadventurehe
experiencedtogetherwithhisfriendinalinearnarrativestyleupuntilthecon-
clusivehappyendingandhisownreturntohishomeland,wherethe frame
narrativeisresumedandconcluded.29Sincedirectspeechesbythirdparties
areincludedinbothaccounts,theendresultisanestingofdifferentnarrative
levels,whichareenmeshedinthestyleknownas“Chineseboxstructure.”30
Thissophisticatednarrativestructureisartfullyconstructedandmaintained
withmarvelousconsistencyuntiltheveryend.

Thestoryisdividedintofourunits,whicharecalled“narratives”(logoi)or
“recitations”(akoúsmata),31inreferencetothemodeofreceptionenvisagedin
thestory.32ThelongaccountgivenbyLivistroscomprisesthefirsttwobooks,
within which four distinct sections can be discerned. The common

28 Concerningthecompositionandfunctionofprologuesandepiloguesinthesetextsas
wellasinvernacularnarrativeliteratureingeneral,seethecontributionbyC.Cupanein
thisvolumepp.479–94.

29 Aschematicdepictionof thesequenceofnarrativesegmentscanbe found inBeaton,
Medieval Greek romance,pp.129–33.

30 AgapitoscommentsonanimpressiveexampleofthistechniqueinNarrative Structure,
pp.119–28.

31 Onthistopic,seeAgapitos,ἈφήγησιςΛιβίστρου,pp.110–30and“Genre”,pp.32–35.
32 Onthemodeofreceptionoftheromanceandonthedegreeofrealityoftheperformative

situationinparticular,seethecontributionbyC.CupaneandP.Roilosinthisvolume,
pp. 479–94 and 463–78 respectively; cf. also Cupane “Leggere e/o ascoltare”; Agapitos
slightlydisagreesinhis“Writing”.
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denominator among all of them is the withdrawal of the narrative mode in
favor of a descriptive and lyrical mode of expression. The ekphrasis of
Erotokratia(thekingdomofEros),alongwithitsbuildingsandtheallegorical
figures populating the kingdom, occupies the first section. Description and
narrativeheremergeintoeachother.Thespaceisgraduallydescribedfromthe
perspective of the hero walking through it; the author does not strive for a
comprehensiveaccountandilluminatesonlysomepartsofthecomplexrele-
vanttotheplot.33Erotokratiaisamentalplacethattheherovisitsinavision
the night after he had killed a turtledove during a hunting excursion and
therebycausedthesuicideofhermate.34Arelativepresentduringtheinci-
dent had interpreted it as an example of the irresistible power of erotic
attractionthroughoutthewholeofcreationandsupportedhiswordswitha
seriesofexamples.35Thiseventtriggeredanxiety,whichmanifestsitselfinthe
subsequentdream.

During a walk in the verdant countryside, Livistros is captured by armed
Erotes,tiedup,andbroughttothepalaceofEmperorEros.Hehastoappear
beforethecourtofthegodofloveandbejudged,becausehehasscornedthe
universallawsoflove.FlankedbyPothos(Longing)andAgape (Love),whoact
aslegalrepresentatives,Livistrosentersthecourtroomandtherebeholdsthe
emperor,whoisseateduponasplendidthroneandsurroundedbyDikaiosyne
(Justice)andAletheia(Truth).Hesomehowpossessesthefacialfeaturesofan
infant,agrownman,andanoldmanallatonce.Livistrosthrowshimselftothe
groundbeforethethroneinagestureofproskynesis(reverence),pleadsguilty,
appealstohisowninexperienceandrusticnature,36promisesimprovement,
andreceivesclemencyalongwiththecommandtogoimmediatelyinsearch
ofhisdestinedbeloved,theprincessRodamne.Theoathofallegiancetothe
insigniaoftheemperorconcludestheyoungking’stransformationintoaloyal
subjectofEros,whoseart(erototechne)hewilllearnfromnowon.Inasecond
vision immediately following the oath, Eros – this time appearing in the
familiarformofawingedcherub–formallygivesRodamnetotheyoungking,

33 Jouanno, L’ekphrasis, pp. 105–10; Agapitos, Narrative Structure, pp. 177–204; 282–333;
Cupane,“KünstlicheParadiese”,pp.232–34.

34 A pair of turtledoves was an ancient symbol of marital love and fidelity, see Der Neue 
Pauly 12/1,pp.45–47.

35 Ineroticliterature,therecurringexamplesfortheomnipotenceofErosarethoseofirre-
sistibleattraction,suchasironandthemagnet,maleandfemalepalms,aspsandmorays,
andtheriverAlphaiosandthespringArethousa;referencesconcerningtheseexamples
maybefoundinCupane,“Ἔρωςβασιλεύς”,p.257,note41.

36 Seebelow,p.105,note43.
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butthenquicklydisappearswiththegirlandleavesbehindLivistros,whois
bothsmittenandsorrowful.37

TheallegoricalcourtofErossparksmixedfeelingsofwonderanduneasi-
nessinitsinvoluntaryvisitor–andundoubtedlyinthecourtlyrecipientsof
the romance, too. This ambivalence is indicated by the use of many words
incorporatingthestemxenos-(strange,foreign).38Andrightlyso,becausethis
placeofwonders,thoughdressedupinByzantinerobes,isindeedstrange.Its
true home is located, as already suggested, within erotic allegorical poetry,
which originated in northern France during the 13th century. Such poetry
invariablyincludedajourneyundertakenbythehero-narratorintotherealm
ofErosoranotherallegoricalfigure(Natura, Virtus, ormostnotably,Fortuna),
whereajudicialproceedingtookplace,tothedetrimentofthevisitinghero;
theentirejourneywaslikewiseembeddedwithinthecontextofadream.The
anonymous author of Livistros borrowed, along with the setting, the closely
relatedritualizationoffallinginloveaswellasthenotionofEros’skingdomas
a feudalworld, inwhichthevirtuesof loveappearasacting individuals.He
then“translated”theseconceptsintotheformallanguageofByzantineimpe-
rialpower.39Undoubtedly,therepresentationofErosasemperorinEumathios
Makrembolites was also an important source for the author of the Livistros
romance, as he demonstrably – although not explicitly – imitated style and
iconographyfoundinMakrembolites’swork.40ButtheLivistrosauthordidnot
onlytransposethehighbrowlanguageofhismodel intoa lowerregister:he
alsosubstantiallyrewrotethesource,significantlystrengthenedthecharacter
of Eros, made structural inversions, and – most notably – inserted different
“alienspeeches”.41Thushecreatedacomplex,originalworkthatseemsinits
othernesstoembodythetensionsandcontradictionsofhistimeinaparadig-
maticway.Thiswork,asonewill see,evenbecameamodel for subsequent
imitation.

37 On the dream sequence, see Agapitos, “Dreams” and (with a different focus) Cupane,
“Sogni”,pp.108–14.

38 Theskillful,richlyvarieduseofvocabularyassociatedwithwondermarkstheentryinto
therealmofthemarvelous,seeCupane,“OtherWorlds”,partic.pp.194–95;foranother
interpretation,seeAgapitos,“Genre”,pp.39–42.

39 Cupane,“Concezione”,pp.292–97;Agapitos,“Rituals”,pp.393–404.
40 ExamplesinCupane,“JenseitsdesSchattens”,pp.99–100.
41 Theterm“alienspeech”wascoinedbyMihailBakhtin,whoanalysedtheintrinsicpolyph-

onyofromanceasagenre,inwhichthevoicesofdiversesubgenresarealwaysechoing:
seeBakhtin,Dialogic Imagination,pp.285–305.
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TherealmofErosisnottheonlymarvelousplaceLivistrosispermittedto
enter.Aftertwoyearsoftediouswanderings,towhichtheauthordevotesonly
a few verses, the young king and his entourage of a hundred men reach
Argyrokastron(silvercastle), inwhichhisnever-before-seenbelovedresides.
Withanimprobabletriangularlayoutalludingtothethreefacesofthegodof
love,thiscastlelikewisepossessessymbolicmeaning,asthestatuespositioned
on the three walls reveal: respectively the twelve months, twelve Christian
virtues,andtwelveprofanevirtues.42Toacertainextent,theallegoricalcon-
structiondepictsasummaofthetenetsofloveasrepresentedinthisromance.
BeforeLivistroscanembracehisbeloved,hemustbecomeawareofthisars 
amandicarvedinstoneandtherebylearntheproperbehaviorofalover.Love
–thisisthemessagethestatuesconvey–issubjecttotime;itmustbeoutfitted
with Christian virtues, but it may not dispense with secular characteristics
(suchasdecorum,respect,agoodreputation,patience).Itishardlysurprising
in light of this that Livistros, as stated earlier, had described his condition
beforehisconversiontoloveasthatofacountrybumpkin.43Masteringtheart
ofloveisthusimplicitlydeclaredtobeanecessarycomponentofhumanper-
fection; it is not only socially relevant, but also the true expression of an
aristocraticdisposition.44

Thisdescriptivesection,lackinginaction,blendsseamlesslyintoanequally
staticsegment,inwhichtheheroassumesthelyricalstanceofatroubadour;
byharnessingthepowerofthewrittenword,theheropreparestocapturethe
heartof theunapproachablewomanbehindthecastlewalls.AlthoughEros
aptlysupportsLivistrosbyshootinghis fieryarrowintoRodamne’sheart (v.
1424)(Figure4.1),hemustwritedozensofletters(pittakia, grafai)andsongs
(tragoudia),allofwhichhecastsuponhisbeloved’sbalconybymeansofan
arrow, before he finally receives an answer and a lively correspondence can
subsequentlyarisebetweenthelovers.

Throughthesewingedmessages theauthor recounts thedevelopmentof
theircourtship,fromthefirst,harshrejectionfromtheproudandhaughtygirl,
tohereventualyieldingto thesuitor’sadvances,and finally to thetentative

42 ThedescriptionsofthemonthsandtheChristianvirtueshaveaparallel,separatemanu-
scripttransmission,onwhichseeAgapitos,ἈφήγησιςΛιβίστρου,pp.207–11;onthewide-
spreadrepresentationofthetwelvemonthsinliterature,seeJeffreys,“TheLabours”;on
thevirtues,seeCupane,“Epigramm”,pp.24–28.

43 χωρικός:Livistros and Rodamne, Redaction α,ed.Agapitos,v.514,p.275;cf.Cupane,“Con-
cezione”,p.294,note72;Agapitos,“Rituals”,p.397.

44 SeeCupane,“Στήλητῆςἀστειότητος”,pp.206–08.
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Figure4.1 Codex Lugdunensis Scaligeranus 55 (early 16th century), University Library 
Leiden: LibistrosandRodamne, f. 62r: Eros shoots at Rodamne with an arrow. 
Photo:courtesyoftheUniversityLibrary,Leiden.
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confessionoflove.Giftsareexchanged–amongthem,ringsholdaparticular
significancebecausetheyaresymbolsofconjugallove.Conflictsandreconcili-
ation, sorrow and ecstasy, Klitovos – and the audience along with him
–undergoesallthephasesofadevelopinglovestorythroughthelettersthat
theherorecitestohimfrommemoryduringthejourney.Thesignificanceof
thecorrespondenceoftheheroesfortheanonymousauthorisshownbythe
factthathehasasecondseriesoflettersrecitedbythecoupleduringthereturn
journey, just before the happy ending, so that the love story seems to be
framed.45 Moreover, with respect to literary history, the letter exchange
between Livistros and Rodamne is of special interest because it presents a
uniqueexampleofauthenticByzantinelovepoetry.Throughthesesmalllyri-
calpoemsaneroticallychargedatmosphereiscreated,thuscompensatingfor
the lack of the sexual element in the romance. The anonymous author
undoubtedlyborrowedthemesandmotifsfromoralfolksongsthatweretobe
writtendownonlymuchlater;however,theartfulliterarytextureofthepoems
alongwithseveralmotifstestifytotheanonymousauthor’srhetoricalskill,as
ismanifestinthefollowingpoem:

Atenderbranch of desiregerminatedinmyhearthandatree of woe
tookroot,whatacalamity!Desires’s bushandwoe’s treeareflowering,
thelatterhasfruitbuttheformerhasleaves.Fromthetree of woeIhar-
vest fruits of bitterness and fromthe tenderbranch of desire (Ipick)
leaves of sweetlove.Desiresweetensalittle,woe poisons more,desire 
is smallandwoeisgreat.46

The artful interplay of antitheses, assonance, and semantic parallels along
with a relatively simple vocabulary, focusing upon a single image – a tree
springing up in the heart of a lover – reveals the contours of a
vernaculareloquence,whichhasyettobethoroughlyinvestigated.Themotif
itself,however,doesappear in learnedpoetryof the 12thcentury.Theodore
Prodromosdevotedaseriesofepigramstoaringequippedwithaseal,upon

45 On the love letters, see Agapitos, “Ἀφηγηματικὴ σημασία” and Cupane, “Uno, nessuno”,
pp.452–64.

46 Livistros and Rodamne, Redaction α,4087–94,ed.Agapitos,p.414:“Κλωνάριν πόθουεἰςτὴν
ἐμὴν ἐφύτρωσενκαρδίαν / καὶ πόνου ἐρίζωσεν δενδρόν, ἔδε παραδικία· / ἀνθεῖ τοῦ πόθου τὸ 
κλαδὶν καὶτὸ δενδρὸν τοῦ πόνου,/ἐκεῖνοπόνουὑπωρικὰκαὶτούτουπόθου φύλλα./Τρυγῶἐκ
τοῦπόνου τὸ δενδρὸν ὑπωρικὰ πικρίας/καίἀπὸτοῦπόθου τὸ κλαδὶν φύλλα γλυκέας ἀγάπης·/
γλυκαίνει ὁ πόθοςὀλιγὸν,πικραίνει ὁ πόθοςπλέον,/καὶἔναιὁπόθος λιγοστὸςκαὶπλεονάζει ὁ 
πόνος;EnglishtranslationinBetts,Three Medieval Greek Romances,p.176.
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whichcouldbeseen“twolovers,andfromtheirbreaststwotreesspringingand
joininginacrown”.47

LyricinsertionsinnarrativetextsarehardlyextantinByzantinenarrative
literature–theromancewrittenbyNiketasEugenianosinahighlinguisticreg-
ister is the only one to use this technique to some extent. However, the
techniqueiswidelyusedinvernacularFrenchromancesofthe13thand14th
century,andwasemployedevenearlierinPersianandArabicliterature.48It’s
impossibletodeterminewhichtraditioninfluencedtheLivistrosauthor,but
thecontinuityofthephenomenonovertimeandspaceisimpressiveevidence
ofthehighlydevelopedculturalmobilityoftheMiddleAges.

Thecourtshipoftheheroiscrownedwithsuccess.Althoughshehadalready
beenpromisedtotheEgyptiankingVerderichos,Rodamneisabletosetastip-
ulation:thatonlyatournamentcandeterminewhoshechoosesasherfuture
husband,because,assheexplains,“TheLatinpeoplelovethosewhoarebrave,
and in particular those who fight for love and adventure”.49 As expected,
Livistros emerges as the winner of the duel and is proclaimed immediately
co-emperor by the magnates of the kingdom, who raise him up on a shield
in accordance with ancient Byzantine tradition.50 This double narrative
sequenceissignificantintworespects.First,intermsofnarrativetechnique,it
functions as a hinge between the preceding descriptive and lyrical section,
whichhasanextremelyslowpace,andthenextsection,whichisdominated
bythenarrativemodeandcharacterizedbyarapidnarrativerhythmandfre-
quentscenechanges.Secondly,thedoublenarrativesequenceparadigmatically
embodiesthecomplexityoftheliterarycosmosoftheLivistros,whoseauthor
isindeedwellinformedinByzantineceremonialpractice,butatthesametime
alsoawareofWesternchivalricromances,wherehecouldfindthosevalorous
menfightingforloveandadventurewhocertainlydidnotexistinreality.51

47 SeeTheodoreProdromos,Neglected Poems,Nr.156,ed.N.Zagklas,Theodoros Prodromos, 
The Neglected Poems and Epigrams. Edition, Translation and Commentary,ed.N.Zangklas.
Diss.Vienna2014(forthcoming).Onthemotifofthetreeoflove,seeCupane,“Jenseits
desSchattens”,pp.97–99.

48 OnthelyricalinterludesinFrenchtexts,seeBoulton,The Song in the Story;ontherele-
vantworksinPersianliterature,seethechapteronPersianLoveRomancesbyJ.Rubanov-
ich in thisvolume,pp.67–94;onNiketasEugenianos, seeCupane, “Uno,nessuno”,pp.
459–61.

49 Livistros and Rodamne, Redaction α,2392–93,ed.Agapitos,p.349.
50 Historicalexamples inAgapitos, “Ritualsof theEmpire”,pp.409–16;however, thehere

suggestedconnectiontothecoronationceremonyofTheodoreIILaskarisin1254,seems
untenabletome.

51 Onthis, seeCupane, “Concezione”,p.305,note 130.Foranauthentic (albeit idealized)
biography,seeDuby,Guillaume le Maréchal.
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Another thread in the complex web of voices in the Livistros romance is
revealedinthesecondsection,whichgivesanaccount(inchronologicalorder)
of the lovers’ separation, Livistros’ and Klitovos’ search for the kidnapped
Rodamneandfinallythereunitedcouple’s joyfulreturntoSilverCastle.The
author transformed these conventional motifs through his own creativity:
insteadofstagingpiratesandnaturaldisasters–traditionalelementsofthe
genre–hesetthecouple’sseparationaswellastheirreunionwithinamagical
context.Thecharacteroftheoldsorceress,whorulesoverdemonsandwith
theirhelpsuspendsthelawsofnature,whoenchantsandtransformsobjects,
people,andanimals,isanewphenomenoninByzantinenarrativeliterature.
She is a traditional element in folklore as well as in oriental literature. The
author of the Livistros romance is probably relying on both traditions. The
transferofmagicintothedemonicrealmbelongsrathertotherealmoffolk-
lore,whereasthe ideaofamagicalhorse,whichcancovervastdistances in
mereminutes,seemstobedirectlyorindirectlyinfluencedbyfairytalesthat
foundtheirwayintothemassivecollectionoftheThousand and One Nights;
thesewerethenreceivedintoRomancenarrativeliteratureviaSpain,butthey
wereprobablyalsowellknowninByzantiuminsomeform.52Thedevilhorses
transport Rodamne (as well as Livistros and Klitovos, who are searching for
her)toEgyptandthenbackhomeagaininnotimeatall.Supernaturalpower
intheformofEros’seroticparadiseandhisritualsemulatingimperialpower
had initially brought the lovers together; they are then separated and later
reunitedbyblackmagic,sincethesamemagicalprocedurethathadbeenused
tokidnapRodamnebringsaboutherliberationintheend.

Aftertheheroineisfreed,theromancereturnstoafamiliarnarrativetrack
andheadsfortheinevitablehappyending.Inthiscase,thehappyendingis
twofold, for Klitovos will marry one of Rodamne’s sisters and remains in
Silvercastle. The story could have ended at this point, but the scrupulous
authordoesnotneglecttoclosetheframe-storyhehadsketchedinthepro-
logue: as a widower, Klitovos returns home, back to his first love. As the
audiencealreadyknows,thisistheveryMyrtanewhoactedasthestory’spri-
maryaddressee;thestoryitselfcanthusbeunderstoodasagiftofloveforher.
Thisisasatisfyingclosureforalovetale,indeed,aquitetraditionalone!And
yetthisisonlytrueonthesurface,fortheaudienceissimultaneouslykeptin
suspensebythepromiseofasequel.Livistrosis,inaway,anopen-endedwork:
after having told the story of his friend, the narrator Klitovos now seeks an
authorforhispersonal lovestory,whichinhisopinionfailedtobeproperly

52 Seetheanalysisoftheflyinghorse’smotifinCupane,“Itinerarimagici”;onthedissemina-
tionofthismotifinRomanceliterature,seeHoudebert,“Histoireducheval”.
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appreciated.Thiswritershouldhavecertaincharacteristics:mostimportantly,
he must possess a sympathetic and compassionate heart and the necessary
inclinationtowritelovestories,butotherwiseheispermittedtoabridgeand
editthematerialashepleases.53

Theoriginalityof theLivistros romance,whosehybridstatusresults from
frequent change in register and the inclusion of various “alien speeches”, is
accompaniedbyasophisticateduseofawiderangeofrhetoricaldevices.In
this,theanonymousauthorisnowayinferiortocontemporarylearnedauthors,
suchasMaximusPlanoudesorTheodoreMetochites,althoughhewritesina
differentlinguisticregister.Alltheseelementstogetherestablishtheotherness
ofaliterarycreation,whichistruly“composedstrangely”(ξενοχάραγος),asthe
anonymousauthorhimselfcallsitintheprologue.Thisworkembodiesinan
idealwaythe–largelyunofficial–culturalexchangebetweenByzantium,the
OrientandtheOccidentthattookplaceduringthattime,andisreflectedin
thedomainoffictionalwriting.

 Velthandros and Chrysantza
Transmittedinasingle16th-centurymanuscript,thelovestoryoftheByzantine
(rhomaios) prince Velthandros and Princess Chrysantza of Antioch with its
roughly 1300 verses is much leaner and simpler than the Livistros romance.
Despite the considerable differences in volume and narrative technique, it
should nevertheless be understood as a creative rewriting of the Livistros
romance.Thechronologicalrelationshipbetweenthetwotextshasnotbeen
definitely clarified, but there are some indications that the likewise anony-
mous author of the Velthandros romance borrowed plot elements from the
Livistrosromanceandmodifiedthemtoaccommodatedifferentliterarytastes.
Intheprologuethenarratorpretendstobeaminstrelandappealstoayoung
audience,whomhetriestoenticewiththepromiseofanexcitingadventure
story– thevery reasonhebeginsby providingabrief summary of thecon-
tent.54Thestoryitselfrunsasfollows:Velthandros,thesecond-bornsonofthe
ByzantineemperorRodophilosleaveshishomelandwithonlyasmallretinue,
becauseheisnotlovedorrespectedbyhisfatherandcannolongertolerate
the state of affairs. The emperor’s attempt to recall his son by force fails:
Velthandroskillswithoutdifficultytenmenfromthedelegationthattriedto

53 Livistros und Rodamne,Redaction α,4590–601,ed.Agapitos,p.432.
54 Velthandros and Chrysantza,5,ed.Cupane,p.228:ὑπόθεσιντῆςτόλμηςκαὶἀνδρείας.The

prologueisinterpreteddifferentlybyAgapitos,“FictionandFictionality”,pp.310–13and
Cupane,“Boschinarrative”,pp.78–82;onthemeaningoftheaddressasamodeofrecep-
tion,seealsothecontributionofC.Cupaneinthisvolume,pp.483–85.
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bringhimhome,routstheremainder,andjourneysfurtherabroad.Ontheway
throughthecanyonsofCentralAnatoliaheisattackedbybrigands(apelatai),
whomhealsodispatcheswithease,55andcontinuesonhiswayuntilhecomes
acrossamysteriousstreaminthevicinityofTarsus;aflameblazesamongthe
waters of the stream and flows along with the current without being extin-
guished.Afteraten-dayjourneyinsearchofthesourceofthemarvelousriver,
Velthandros comes to an enormous castle glittering with gold and precious
stones.Asaninscriptioncarveduponthegatepostdeclares,thisisErotokastron
(CastleofLove),aplacewhichthoseinexperiencedinloveareforbiddento
enter.Theyoungprinceisnotdeterredbythisprohibitionandbreaksintothe
castlebyhimself,leavinghisattendantsbehind.Hemakeshiswayacrossthe
charmingparkandenterstheemperor’spalace,whichisopulentlydecorated
withstatuesandfriezes.Beforehisastonishedeyes,akindofsecularafterlife
unfoldsuponthewalls,whicharedecoratedwithreliefs(orpaintings)show-
ingthepunishmentsandtherewardsthatawaitthosewhorebelagainstLove
andthosewhoareLove’sfaithfulservants,respectively.Fromtheinscriptions
accompanyingeachfigure,Velthandroslearnsthatthedecorationonthewall
wascreated forhim inparticular. Itgivesanaccountofhis recentpastand
announceshisfutureromancewithChrysantza,thedaughteroftherulerof
Antioch, whom Eros himself had chosen for him as a wife. With a marked
break–darknesssuddenlyfalls–theauthorswitchesfromapurelydescriptive
modetoanarrativeone.AwingedservantleadsVelthandrostothecourtroom
of theemperor,wherehegivesanaccountofhis lifeanddeeds.He is then
askedtochoosethemostbeautifulwomanoutofagroupoffortydamsels.The
youngprincecarefullycarriesoutthistask:thephysicalvirtuesandflawsof
theindividualcandidatesarepainstakinglyandmercilesslyenumeratedina
scenecharacterizedbyrapidnarrativerhythmandremarkablesatiricaltalent.
ThewomanwhomheultimatelyselectsisPrincessChrysantza,afactwhichis
revealedinalaterepisode.Velthandrosimmediatelytakesoffinsearchofher.

WhenonereadsthisfirstsectionfromtheVelthandrosromanceagainstthe
backdropoftheLivistrosromance,themethodofreworking–whichisprimar-
ilybaseduponsemanticinversions–isimmediatelyapparent.Forexample,
themotifofthejudgmentatthecourtofEmperorEroshasbeentransferred
from the elevated sphere of allegory into the narrative model of chivalric
adventure.Thecastleisthereforeareal,menacingbuilding;thespeakingalle-
goricalfigureshavebeenremovedfromtheplotandtransformedtoartwork

55 The episode refers intentionally to the heroic atmosphere of the epic Digenis Akritis
(seethecontributionbyC.Jouannointhisvolume),inwhichtheprotagonistfightswith
successagainstthebrigandswhostalkhiswife.
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adorningthecastlewalls.However,theherohimselfreceivesthemostradical
reinterpretation,asinthiscaseheisthejudgeratherthanthedefendant.The
grand, awe-inspiring atmosphere of Eros’s kingdom with its didactic moral
claimisreplacedbyarealisticsceneimbuedwithmisogynistflavour,inwhich
historicalandliteraryallusionsarecreativelycombined.56

TheunusuallyconcretenarrativesettingoftheVelthandrosromanceis in
keepingwiththerealistic toneof thework.The localizationof theprotago-
nist’sjourneyacrossInnerAnatolia,throughtheCilicianGatestoTarsusand
thentoAntioch(whichisdepictedasFrankishterritory)correspondstogeo-
graphical realityandroughly reflects thehistorical situation in the 12thand
13th centuries. The narrative sequence itself may contain allusions to the
adventurouswanderingundertakeninthisregionduringthe1150sand1160sby
thefutureEmperorAndronikosIKomnenos.57

Therealisticcolouring,atanyrate,extendsintothesecondpartofthestory.
VelthandrosreachesAntioch,isadmittedintotheking’sretinueafterswearing
fealtyasavassal,andrecognizeshisdaughter,Chrysantza,asthewomanhe
hadselected.Theyfallinlovebutmustconcealtheirmutualaffectionbecause
theydonotsharethesamesocialstatus.Twoyearselapsebeforeanadvanta-
geousopportunitypresentsitselfandVelthandrosmanagestoslipunnoticed
intotheprivategardenofhisbeloved,whereheisfinallyabletoembraceher
and liewithher.Butafter thisnightofpassion,apalaceguardcatcheshim
leavingthegarden.Heisarrestedandthrownintoprison.Chrysantzasaveshis
lifethroughacleverlie:sheclaimsthatVelthandrossecretlyenteredthegar-
den not because he loved her, but because he was in love with her maid,
Phaidrokatza.Themarriagebetweenthetwopurportedloversisimmediately
arranged.Butitismerelyashammarriage,eventhoughonthedayafterthe
ceremony,theshirtstainedwiththebloodfromtheprima nox(whichinreality
belongstoChrysantza) ispubliclydisplayedasproofof thebride’svirginity.
Usingthefalsemarriageasacover,VelthandrosandChrysantzarevelintheir
lovefortenmonthsuntilVelthandrosdecidestoescapethedangeroussitua-
tionandreturntotheByzantineempire.Duringthetriponamoonless,stormy

56 Thesceneisreminiscentofacustommentionedinhagiographicalandhistoricalsources
fromtheMiddleByzantineperiod.Thiscustomwasreportedlyusedtochooseanimpe-
rialbrideinthe8th–9thcenturies;onitscontestedhistoricity,seeTreadgold,“Historicity
ofImperialBride-Shows”;M.Vinson,“RomanceandReality”.Thebrideshowalsoappears
asa literarymotif inWesternchivalric romancesof the late 12thand 13thcentury, see
Cupane,“Concorsodibellezza”.

57 Onthehistoricalsetting,seeAgapitos,“FictionandFictionality”,pp.287–88,alongwith
the remarks by Cupane, “Una passeggiata”, pp. 73–76; for the parallels to Andronikos
Komnenos,seeGaul,“AndronikosKomnenos”,pp.630–42.
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night,thelittlegroupisforcedtocrossariver.Unlikethemarvelous,propitious
riverinthefirstpartofthestory,thisriverdoesnothaveaflameflowingamong
itswaters.Inaradicalreversalofthenarrativefunction,theriverthathadini-
tiallybroughttheprotagoniststogetherisnowthecauseoftheirseparation:in
itsrapidcurrent,thehero’sthreeattendantsandthetrustymaidPhaidrokatza
losetheirlives;VelthandrosandChrysantzalosesightofeachotherandeach
believestheothertobedead.

The arduous, dangerous journey back, the storm, the subsequent (short-
term) separation of the two lovers, the unexpected rescue, and finally the
return home, where the lovers marry at last and are reintegrated into their
propersocialstatus:allofthesearefamiliar,time-honoredtopoi inromance
narratives.Theauthorreelsoffthesetopoiatrapidpace,buthedoesnotforget
to add realistic details. For example, upon returning home, the couple is
received at the port by the emperor and his royal household, according to
Byzantine custom; the bride is ceremoniously escorted by a delegation of
noble ladies; the wedding is celebrated by the patriarch; wedding rings and
crownsareexchanged.Theauthor,inhisdesiretokeepthingsrealistic,conse-
quentlyeliminatesfromtheplotdynamicthosemagicalelementsthatinthe
prototype had been the cause of the lovers’ separation and reunion. In this
case,theloversfleeoftheirowninitiative,withoutanyimmediatethreat;there
isnoopponentarmedwithmagicpowers–rather,thesheerforceofnature
causesthemtobeseparated.Despitethesedifferences,theauthordidindeed
drawuponsomeindividualmotifsfromLivistros,butheusedthemwithdiffer-
entsymbolism.Forexample,inVelthandrostoo,apairofturtledovessymbol-
izingconjugallovearepresent(vv.1118–22),butunlikethepairintheprototype,
their function is consolation, not admonition. The birds become separated
during the storm and individually comfort the protagonists (who had been
likewisetornapartfromeachother)withtheircompany.58

IftheanonymousVelthandrosauthor,unlikethatoftheLivistrosromance,
didnotdrawdirectlyfromthereservoirofliterarymotifsfromtheWest,hewas
probablyawareofnarrativeliteraturefromPersia.Oneexampleisthemotifof
thecastlethatiscloselyrelatedtotheheroandcontainsportraitsofthepro-
tagonists,thussymbolizingandanticipatingtheirlovestory.Thismotifisfirst
usedinthewell-knownnovelThe Seven Beauties(Haft Paykar),writtenin1197

58 Velthandros and Chrysantza,118–22,ed.Cupane,p.292,cf.Livistros and Rodamne,Redac-
tion α,138–46,ed.Agapitos,p.262:asseenearlier,oneturtledoveinthispassagediesand
hermateflingshimselftodeathoutofgrief.
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bythePersiancourtpoetNiẓāmī-yiGanjavī(1141–1209)fromwhichtheauthor
ofVelthandrosprobablyborrowedit.59

Bymeansofthebrisknarrativerhythm,theheroicatmosphere,therealistic
setting, and a familiar Byzantine flair, the author succeeds in fulfilling the
promisehemadeintheprologue.His“excitingadventurestory”wascertainly
abletosatisfytheexpectationsofhisaudience.Thisaudiencemayhavebeen
sociallysimilartothatoftheLivistrosromance,butdidnotsharethesamelit-
erary preferences, focusing, instead, more on “action” than on sophisticated
poeticmetaphorsand/orallegoricalallusions.

 Kallimachos and Chrysorrhoe
Just like the Velthandros romance, the story of Prince Kallimachos and his
beloved Chrysorrhoe survives in a single 16th-century manuscript that also
includesaversionoftheLivistrosromance.Earlyon,scholarsnoticedthestrik-
ingsimilarityoftheplotofKallimachos and Chrysorrhoetothatofthe“erotic
book”attributedbyManuelPhilestoAndronikosPalaiologosintheepigram
quoted at the beginning of this chapter. The opening sequence, with an
unnamedkingofanunnamedkingdom,whosendshisthreesonsoutintothe
worldonaquestinordertoprovethemselvesworthyofsuccessionbytheir
bravery,isidentical.Anothersharedelementisthespecialroleoftheyounger
son,whoisultimatelyvictorious.Inbothcasestheheromakeshiswayintoa
fortifiedcity(kastron) radiantwithgold,whichisprotectedbyenemyguards:
in the romance theseare frighteningsnakes (ὄφειςφοβεροί); in theepigram,
they are simply enemy guards (δυσμενεῖς φύλακες) without further explana-
tion. Inbothcasestheherofreesaprincessheldcaptive inthefortressofa
monster(δράκων),kills themonster,andfalls in lovewiththeprincess,who
reciprocates. However, a malicious old witch bewitches a golden apple and
usesittoknockhimunconscious.Heisbelievedtobedead,whilethegirlis
kidnappedbyanadversary.Butinbothcasesthedeathisfalse,sincetheapple
hastheabilitybothtokillandtorestorelife.Sotheprincesetsouttosearchfor
thekidnappers,reachesthecastlewheresheresides,entersthecastlegardens
dressedasagardener,identifieshimselftoherbyhidingaringinarosebush,
andfinallywinsherback.Smalldifferencesindetails60donotdetractfromthe
fundamental similarity of the plot nor do they necessarily contradict the
authorshipofAndronikos;theymayjustaswellbeascribedtotheconstraints
ofallegoricalinterpretation.Atanyrate,theadvicegivenintheepigramtothe

59 ForacomparativeanalysisseeYiavis,“PersianChronicles”,esp.pp.34–38;onthepoetryof
Niẓāmī,seethechapterbyJ.Rubanovichinthisvolume,pp.76–86.

60 MoredifferencesareenumeratedbyKnös,“Quiestl’auteur”,pp.288–89.
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intendedreader,ifheisnotreadytotrudgethroughtheallegoricalinterpreta-
tion(“ratherlayuponyourbedandsnore,sothatyoudon’tregrettablysoilthe
bookwhenyouflipthroughitforlewdamusement”)61isremarkablyfittingfor
thesensualityfoundinKallimachos and Chrysorrhoe–asensualitydistinctive
toByzantinesensibilities.

WhetherornotKallimachos shouldbeidentifiedwithAndronikos’“erotic
book” or not, the very fact that Andronikos is supposed to have written a
romance is an important indicator for the social acceptance of this kind of
literature.Equallysignificantistheinsertionoffairytalemotifsintothetradi-
tional love story that are used in almost the same way in the Kallimachos
romance.This isaremarkable innovationthatshouldcompelonetorecon-
siderpreconceivedjudgmentsaboutByzantinewriters’lackofcreativity.From
theverybeginning,fairytalemotifshelpstructureKallimachos’ plotanddeter-
mineshiftsinmeaningwhennarrativemotifsareborrowedfromothersources.
Amarvelouscastleisthusheretooasignificantnarrativespace.AsLivistros
and Velthandros before him, Kallimachos meets the love of his life in this
place.Thecastleitself,however,haslostanyallegoricalconnotation,andno
longerprovidestheframeworkforinitiationintothereligionoflove.Instead,
itisadeserted,hauntedcastle,thedwellingplaceofamonster(Drakontokastron),
whichistransformedintoagoldencastle(Chrysokastron)oncethedragonis
dead.Invisiblehandsserveupfoodanddrinkaftertheheroenters intothis
“otherworld” – a world that seems at first glance to have originated in a
(Modern)Greekfolktale,butcanalreadybefoundinFrenchliteratureofthe
late12thcentury.62

Fairytale elements do indeed shape the atmosphere of Kallimachos to a
muchgreaterextentthanLivistros,andtheyalsoimparttheromanceitsown
distinctivetone,withoutmakingitanaiveliteraryproduct,letaloneafolktale,
as ithasat timeshavebeencalled.Althoughthenarrativesequence largely
conformstothisgenre,63suchaclassificationwouldnotdojusticetoawork
that,onthecontrary,drawsitsgenericcoherencefromitssophisticatedrhe-
toricalstylization.Justoneexampleoftheauthor’slinguisticskillandsensual
intensityshouldsufficehere.Afterenteringthedragon’scastle,theherotravels

61 ManuelPhiles, Epigramm,27–28,ed.Knös,p.281.OnthispassageseeOdorico,“μοναχικὸς
ἀναγνώστης”,pp.282–84,Agapitos,“Writing”,p.158(whosetranslation,however,doesnot
accuratelyrendertheoriginal’sdeliberatelyambiguousformulation.

62 The opening sequences of the anonymous Old French romance Partonopeu de Blois is
virtually identical with this part of Kallimachos und Chrrysorrhoe, see also Cupane,
“Partonopeu’sJourney”(forthcoming).

63 SeetherecentpublicationbyCastilloRamirez,“ElCalímaco y Crisórroe”.
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throughthemarvelousyetdesertedroomsuntilhecomestoasmallchamber.
Hereheglimpsesanunexpectedspectacle:

Thereinthemiddle–oh,howpainfultosaythis!–
allalonea girl was hanging by her hair
–I’mlosingmymind,myheart’sfailing!–
by her hair–oh,fate’ssenselessscheme!–
a girl was hanging by her hair–I’llbequietnow,
yes,I’llbequiet,Iwritethisonlywithabrokenheart–
inthatplacea beautiful girl was hanging by her hair.64

Theeroticallychargedimageofthenakedgirlhangingbyherbeautifulhairis
evokedbeforetheinnereyeoftheaudience65inamemorableandintenseway
through the use of a few continually repeated words in rising and falling
sequence(anaphora);thesewordsareintertwinedwithlikewiseincreasingly
emotional exclamations. The authorial comments at the beginning and the
endrespectivelypointtothecomplementarymodesofreception(i.e.,listen-
ing and reading) through the use of vocabulary relating to speaking and
writing.

Afterthegirlisrescuedfromthemonster’sclutches,theauthorusesavivid
paletteofvocabularyandundisguisederoticismtoportraytheprotagonists’
extendedsexsceneinthecastlebath.Hetakesobviouspleasureindwellingat
lengthuponthenakedbodyofthegirl,whosewoundsarekissedawaybyher
loverandwhosebeautyisfurtherenhancedbythewarm,scentedwater.Unlike
innovelsfromthe12thcentury,sexualityinthiswondrousworldisfreefromall
inhibitions. What in Livistros was merely implied with lyrical words and in
Velthandroswassketchedonlyinbroadbrushstrokesishereportrayedopenly
and with obvious relish.66 Eros, the king, is indeed still in the picture as a

64 Kallimachos und Chrysorrhoe,449–55,ed.Cupane,p.86:Ἐνμέσῳγὰρ–ἀλλὰπολὺνὁλόγος
πόνονἔχει–/ἐκ τῶν τριχῶν ἐκρέματο κόρη μεμωνομένη/–σαλεύειμουτὴναἴσθησιν,σαλεύει
μου τὰς φρένας –/ἐκ τῶν τριχῶν – αἴ φρόνημαν παράλογον τῆς τύχης – /ἐκ τῶν τριχῶν 
ἐκρέματο κόρη–σιγῶτῷλόγῳ,/ἰδοὺσιγῶ,μετὰνεκρὰςκαρδίαςτοῦτογράφω/–ἐκ τῶν τριχῶν 
ἐκρέματο κόρη μὲ τῶν χαρίτων.

65 AnanalysisoftherhetoricalorganizationinthispassageisinAgapitos/Smith,The Study,
p.78;forpossibleechoestotheOvidiandepictionofthenakedAndromeda(Metamorph.
IV866–890)viatheGreektranslationofMaximosPlanoudes,seeCupane,“Partonopeus’
journey”.

66 OnthedepictionofsexualityanditsmetamorphosisinByzantineromanceingeneral,
see Garland, “Be amorous”, pp. 111–16 (on Kallimachos in particular); cf. Beck, Byzan-
tinisches Erotikon,pp.183–84alongwithobservationsbyCupane,“Ansichten”,pp.228–29.
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witness and guarantor of the heroes’ declarations of love, but he no longer
functionsasasupremeauthority.Thiseroticallychargedportrayalofthebath
as a place of love and ecstasy also contains an underlying allusion to late
antiqueandHellenisticepigrams,whichhadjustappearedinaneweditionby
MaximusPlanoudesduring(orshortlybefore)thetimewhentheKallimachos
romancewasbeingwritten.67

Butaftertheecstasyoflovecomesthepainofseparation.Theauthorfash-
ioned these scenes (which are obligatory in this genre) on the basis of the
Livistrosromance,buthesimplifiedthemsignificantly.Heretoo,thereisanold
witch,whoseservicesareengagedbyarival,buttheplotismuchmorelinear
andthecomplexstaging(whichincludedhorsesenchantedbydemons,cam-
elsandamagicring,aswellastherival’sdisguiseasanorientalmerchant)is
completelyomitted.ThesorceressintheKallimachosromanceactsaloneand
doesn’trequireoutsidehelp;shefashionsagoldenappleandenchantsit:the
onewhoholdstheappleinhislapwillfallintoastateofapparentdeath,but
iftheappleisputtohisnose,hewillbebroughtbacktolifeagain.Linguistic
echoes clearly show the close affinity of these two scenes.68 After being
revived,theherogoesinsearchofhisbeloved,enterstherealmofthekidnap-
per, ishiredasanassistanttothegardenerandthusfindsawaytogetnear
Chrysorrhoe.Asacounterparttothesexsceneinthebathinthefirstsection,
theauthorsetsacorrespondingeroticscenehere,inwhichthereunitedheroes
makeloveinapavilionspeciallybuiltnearthepond;thispavilionservesasa
secretlovenestfortheirnightlyrendezvous,ascenetheauthorportrayswith
obviousenjoymentandattentiontodetail.69AsinVelthandros,theroyalpal-
aceinKallimachos isnotpresentedinitsarchitecturalentirety,asthisisnot
relevanttotheplot.However,courtlywayoflifeisdisplayedinbothworks.The
depictionofcourtlylifeandritualsmirrorsByzantinereality,despitethefact
that therespectivesovereignsare foreigners(the first isaFrankish lord, the
secondabarbarianking).Whereasinthefirstpalacetherearewomen’squar-
ters as well as a palace guard and a notary (who issues a written marriage
contractincompliancewiththelaw),onefindshereanarrayofofficialsbear-
ingByzantinetitles,allledbytheheadoftheimperialhousehold(domestikos, 
epi tes trapezes). Even the eunuchs are there, envious and shrewd in
accordancewithtraditionalstereotypesofthesecharacters.Asexpected,they

67 On echoes of epigrammatic poetry in this passage, see Agapitos, “Erotic Bath”; on the
architectureanddecorationofthebath,seeCupane,“OrtederLiebe”,pp.171–75.

68 SeeCupane,“Itinerarimagici”,pp.68–69andnote38.
69 Onthenatureofthepavilionandrealiainitsdescription,seeCupane“OrtederLiebe”,

pp.175–77.
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aretheonestodiscoverthecouple’sloveaffairandreportittothekingthrough
officialletterswritteninformalchancerystyle.70

The subsequent legal scene that resolves the romance is modelled after
similarscenesintheancientromances.Thedeathpenaltyfortreason,which
wouldhavebeenimposedontheprotagonists,isavertedbytheheroine’squick
thinking.Thewitchisconvictedandexecutedinplaceofthehero,whilethe
loversgofreeandhappilyheadbacktothecastle–whichoncewasthedrag-
on’sabode,buthasnowbecometheGoldenCastle.AsintheLivistrosromance,
thenarrativestructureislinear;theherodoesnotreturntohishomelandbut
remainsinthenew,foreignworldthathasgrantedhimloveandriches.71

4 Literary Afterlife

The development of the original vernacular romance nears its completion
withKallimachos and Chrysorrhoe.The Tale of Achilles–theso-calledByzantine
Achilleid–isoneexception.Itisalsoanoriginalcreation,butitnonetheless
revealstheauthor’sknowledgeoftheoriginalromances,especiallyLivistros,in
the flowery descriptive insertions (ekphrases) detailing magnificent gardens
andthebuildingscontainedwithinthem)aswellasthepredominantlylyrical
expressionofthelovetheme.Butlaterauthorspreferredinsteadtoadaptpre-
existingmaterialsandtemplates–primarilyWesternmodels,butalsosome
oriental ones (The Tale of Alexander and Semiramis) and even some of
Byzantineorigin(suchasthelaterversionsoftheAlexander Romanceorthe
so-called Byzantine Iliad).72 In theseandotheradapted texts,aclearprefer-
enceforthebiographicalplotstructuremaybeseen,inadditiontoadeparture
from the allegorical castle as a narrative space and the allegorizing of Eros,
whichiscompletelyabsent.73

Themotifofthejourneytotheallegoricalcastle,however,doesnotdisap-
pearfromByzantineliteratureingeneral,butitshallmarkchanges,sotospeak:
nolongerdoesthejourneytakeplacewithinthedominionofEros;insteadit
moves into the realm of Tyche (Fortuna) and Sophrosyne (chastity). The

70 OntheByzantineflairoftheromance,seeHunger,“Unromanbyzantine”.
71 SeeCupane,“Lostraniero”,pp.120–21.
72 Onthe“Trojantales”andontheByzantineAlexander romancerespectively,seethecon-

tributionsbyR.LavagniniandU.Moenniginthisvolume.
73 ThisdevelopmentistracedwithexemplaryclarityinMoennig,Die Erzählung von Alexan-

der und Semiramis,pp.41–69;onthepredominantlybiographicalstructureofthelater
texts,seeMoennig,“BiographicalArrangement”.
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Consolatory Fable about Bad and Good Fortune (Logos paregoretikos peri 
Dystychias kai Eutychias)andthePoemTo Chastity (Eis ten Sophrosynen)writ-
ten by a certain Meliteniotes (who can probably be identified as the high
churchofficialTheodore,ca.1320–1393)representthegenreofsecularallegori-
calpoem,agenrewhichwasnotverypopularamongByzantinewriters.74Both
MeliteniotesandtheanonymousauthoroftheConsolatory Fableareobviously
quitefamiliarwiththevernacularromances–particularlyLivistros,whichthe
latterrepeatedlyquotesverbatim,whiletheformerusesitasasourceofinspi-
ration for his description of the figurative adornment upon the enclosing
wall.75

Thebroaderdisseminationoftheoriginalromancesinlatercenturiesisdif-
ficult to trace; the manuscripts in which the romances were transmitted at
leastprovethattheywerestillpopularthroughoutthe16thcentury.Perhaps
thebestscenarioisthecaseofLivistros,whosepopularityisdocumentedby
reworkedversionsproducedontheislandofCreteaswellasinNaplesinthe
second half of the 15th century.The latter in particular, which was recently
published in an outstanding annotated edition,76 presents a systematic
reworkingoftheoriginalromanceinasimplerlinguisticregisterandshould
beregardedasanindependentliterarywork.Thestreamliningandexpansions
(thelatterappearinthelyricalpartoftheromance)weremadewithaneye
towardthenarrativelogic,butalsoreflecttheliterarytastesofanaudiencefar
fromthecourtlyenvironmentatConstantinople,whodidnotdemandahigh
levelof rhetorical sophistication,butobviouslyappreciated lovepoetryand
romantictales.

Thereceptionhistoryoforiginalvernacularromancescomestoanabrupt
endinthe16thcentury.NoneofthemfoundawayintooneoftheVenetian
printinghouses,whichpublishedcheapandeasilydigestibleliteraryfarefor
Greeksinexileatthattime;therefore,noneofthemcouldacquirethewide-
spreadimpactandlong-lastingpopularitythatshorterandespeciallysatirical
textsachievedinprint.77Furthermore,Livistros,Velthandros,andKallimachos
lackedthecharismawhichallowedAlexandertheGreatorDigenisAkritisto

74 TheformeriseditedinCupane,Romanzi cavallereschi,pp.637–91,thelatterinE.Miller,
Poème allégorique de Mélitèniote,(NoticesetextraitsdesManuscritsdelabibliothèque
impériale et autres bibliothèques XIX 2), Paris 1857; see also respectively Cupane, “Il
motivodelcastello”,pp.246–63and“Unapasseggiata”,pp.84–90.

75 The numerous intertextual connections are enumerated and annotated in Agapitos,
ἈφήγησιςΛιβίστρου,pp.171–98.

76 Livistros and Rodamne, Redaction V,ed.Lendari.
77 FurtherthoughtsonthissubjectmaybefoundinCupane,“Wievolkstümlich”,pp.597–99.
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becomestrongrolemodelsfortheyoungGreeknationinthe19thcentury.78
And so, the artful creations of vernacular rhetoric written during the
Palaiologaneraweresimplyforgottenuntiltheyfellintothehandsofphilolo-
gists, who then failed to appreciate them, using them rather as a linguistic
quarryforexploringthebeginningsofModernGreeklanguageorassupposed
examplesofpopularculture.Indeed,thelastfewdecadeshaveseenamove-
menttowardaesthetic-literaryappreciation,andtheneedforaninterpretation
oftheromances“fromwithin”hasbeenclearlyexpressed.79Butaproperinves-
tigationoflateByzantinevernacularfictionanditspositionwithinthewider
contextofByzantineliterature,aswellasinthecontextofEasternandWestern
medievalnarratives,isstillataskforthefuture.80Theobservationscontained
inthischaptershouldbeunderstoodasasmallcontributiontoongoingwork
inthisarea.

 Bibliography

 Primary Sources – Editions and Translations
Callimachos and Chrysorrhoe, ed., trans. M. Pichard, Le Roman de Callimaque et 

Chrysorrhoé, Paris1956.
———,ed.,trans.Cupane,Romanzi cavallereschi bizantini,pp.45–213.
Livistros and Rodamne, Redaction α,ed.P.A.Agapitos,ΑφήγησιςΛιβίστρουκαὶΡοδάμνης.

Κριτικὴἔκδοσητῆςδιασκευῆςα(ΒυζαντινὴκαὶΝεοελληνικὴΒιβλιοθήκη,9),Athens2006.
Livistros and Rodamne, Redaction V,ed.T.Lendari,ΑφήγησιςΛιβίστρουκαὶΡοδάμνης 

(Livistros and Rodamne). The Vatican Version(ΒυζαντινὴκαὶΝεοελληνικὴΒιβλιοθήκη,
10),Athens2007.

Romanzi cavallereschi bizantini. Callimaco e Crisorroe, Beltandro e Crisanza, Storia di 
Achille, Florio e Plaziaflore, Storia di Apollonio di Tiro, Favola consolatoria sulla Cattiva 
e Buona Sorte, ed.,trans.C.Cupane,Turin1995.

Three Medieval Greek Romances: Velthandros and Chrysantza, Kallimachos and Chry-
sorrhoi, Livistros and Rodamni,trans.G.Betts,(GarlandLibraryofMedievalLiterature,
98),London-NewYork1995.

78 SeealsothecontributionsbyU.MoennigandC.Jouannointhisvolume.
79 EspeciallybyAgapitos–selectedworksincludeAgapitos,Narrative Structure,pp.3–10,

“ByzantineLiterature”,and“Αισθητικήαποτίμηση”.
80 Thatsaid,thebeneficialworkofateamofItalianscholarsledbyA.Piolettimustbemen-

tionedhere,astheyhavecreatedaforumforcomparativestudyofWesternandEastern
medievalliteraturethroughtheseries“MedioevoRomanzoeOrientale”.



121IntheRealmofEros:TheLateByzantineVernacularRomance

Tale of Alexander and Semiramis,ed.U.Moennig,DieErzählung von Alexander und 
Semiramis. Kritische Ausgabe mit einer Einleitung, Übersetzung und einem Wortver-
zeichnis(SupplementaByzantina,7),Berlin/NewYork2004.

 Secondary Literature
AcconciaLongo,A.“LaquestioneFilippoilfilosofo”,Nea Rhome7(2010),11–40
Agapitos,P.A.,“TheEroticBathintheByzantineVernacularRomanceKallimachos and 

Chrysorrhoe”,Classica et Medievalia41(1990),257–73.
———,Narrative Structure in the Byzantine Vernacular Romances. A textual and literary 

study of Kallimachos,Belthandros and Libistros(MiscellaneaByzantinaMonacensia,
34),Munich1991.

———,“ByzantineLiteratureandGreekPhilologistsintheNinteenthCentury”,Classica 
et Medievalia43(1992),231–60.

———, “Ἡ χρονολογικὴ ἀκολουθία τῶν μυθιστορημάτων Καλλίμαχος, Βέλθανδρος καὶ
Λίβιστρος”,inPanayotakis(ed.),Origini della letteratura neogreca,vol.2,pp.97–134.

———, “Ἡ ἀφηγηματικὴ σημασία τῆς ἀνταλλαγῆς ἐπιστολῶν καὶ τραγουδιῶν στὸ
μυθιστόρημαΛίβιστροςκαὶΡοδάμνης”,Thesaurismata26(1996),25–42.

———, “Narrative, Rhetoric, and «Drama» Rediscovered: Scholars and Poets in
ByzantiumInterpretHeliodorus”,inR.Hunter(ed.),Studies in Heliodorus(Cambridge
PhilosophicalSociety.Suppl.Volume,21),Cambridge1998,pp.125–46.

———,“DreamsandtheSpatialAestheticsofNarrativePresentation,inLivistros and 
Rodamne”,Dumbarton Oaks Papers53(1999),111–47.

———,“Ηθέσητηςαισθητικήςαποτίμησηςσεμια«νέα»ιστορίατηςβυζαντινήςλογοτεχνίας”,
inP.Odorico/P.A.Agapitos(eds.),Pour une «nouvelle» histoire de la littérature byzan-
tine. Problèmes, Méthodes, Approches, Propositions(DossiersByzantins,1),Paris2002,
pp.185–232.

———,(withcommentsbyC.Cupane,E.Jeffreys,M.Hinterberger,M.Lauxtermann,
U.Moennig,I.Nilsson,P.OdoricoandS.Papaioannou),“SO Debate :Genre,structure
andpoeticsintheByzantinevernacularromancesoflove”,Symbolae Osloenses79
(2004),7–101.

———,“Writing,ReadingandReciting(in)ByzantineEroticFiction”,inB.Mondrain
(ed.), Lire et écrire à Byzance (Centre de recherche d’Histoire et Civilisation de
Byzance,Monographies,19),Paris2006,pp.125–76.

———,“The«CourtofAmorousDominion»andthe«GateofLove»:Ritualsofthe
Empire inaByzantineRomanceof theThirteenthCentury”, inA.Beihammer/
S.Constantinou/M.Parani(eds.),Court Ceremonies and Rituals of Power in Byzantium 
and the Medieval Mediterranean:Comparative Perspectives (The Medieval
Mediterranean.Peoples,EconomiesandCultures,400–1500,98),Leiden-Boston2013,
pp.389–416.



122 Cupane

———, “In Rhomaian, Persian and Frankish Lands: Fiction and Fictionality in
Byzantium”, inP.A.Agapitos/L.B.Mortensen(eds.),Medieval Narratives between 
History and Fiction: From the Centre to the Periphery of Europe, c. 1100–1400,Copenhagen
2012,pp.235–367.

———,Agapitos,P.A./Smith,O.L.,The Study of Medieval Greek Romance(Opuscula
Graecolatina,33),Copenhagen1992.

———,P.A.Agapitos/D.R.Reinsch,(eds.),Der Roman im Byzanz der Komnenenzeit.
Referate des Internationalen Symposiums an der Freien Universität Berlin (3. bis
6.April1998),FrankfurtamMain2000.

Bakhtin,M.,The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays,ed.M.Holquist;trans.C.Emerson/
M.Holquist,Austin1981(firstVopropsy literatury i estetiki,Moscow1975).

Beaton,R.The Medieval Greek Romance,London-NewYork2,1996.
Beck,H.-G.,“DerLeserkreisderbyzantinischenVolksliteraturimLichtderhandschrift-

lichenÜberlieferung”,in:C.Mango/I.Ševčenko(eds.),Byzantine Books and Bookmen. 
A Dumbarton Oaks Colloquium,Washington1975,pp.47–67.

———,Byzantinisches Erotikon,Munich1986.
Bianchi,N.,Il codice del romanzo. Tradizione manoscritta e ricezione dei romanzi greci,

Bari2006.
BoultonMcCann,M.B,The Song in the Story. Lyric Insertions in French Narrative Fiction, 

1200–1400,Philadelphia1993.
H.Cancik/H.Schneider(eds.),Der Neue Pauly. Enzyklopädie der Antike,19vols.,Stuttgart

1996–2003.
CastilloRamirez,E.,“ElCalímaco y Crisorroe alaluzdelanálisisdelcuentodeV.Propp”,

Erytheia21(2000),73–118.
Cesaretti,P.,Allegoristi bizantini di Omero: ricerche ermeneutiche (XI-XII secolo),Milano

1991.
Christoforatou,Ch.,“FiguringErosinByzantineFiction:IconographicTransformation

andPoliticalEvolution ”,Medieval Encounters17(2011),321–59.
Cupane,C.,“῎Ερωςβασιλεύς.LafiguradiErosnelromanzobizantinod’amore”,Atti 

dell’Accademia di Scienze Lettere e Arti di Palermo,Ser.IV,XXIII(1973/74),243–97.
———,“Ilmotivodelcastellonellanarrativatardo-bizantina.Evoluzionediun’allego-

ria”,Jahrbuch der österreichischen Byzanzinistik27(1978),229–67.
———,“Il«concorsodibellezza» inBeltandroeCrisanzasullavia fraBisanzioe

l’Occidente medievale”, Jahrbuch der österreichischen Byzantinistik 33 (1983),
221–48

———, “Byzantinisches Erotikon. Ansichten und Einsichten”, Jahrbuch der öster-
reichischen Byzantinistik37(1987),213–34.

———,“Concezioneerappresentazionedell’amorenellanarrativatardo-bizantina.Un
tentativodianalisicomparata”,inA.M.Babbi/A.Pioletti/F.RizzoNervo/C.Stevanoni



123IntheRealmofEros:TheLateByzantineVernacularRomance

(eds.),Medioevo Romanzo e Orientale. Testi e prospettive storiografiche.I Colloquio 
Internazionale(Verona,4–6aprile1990),SoveriaMannelli1992,pp.283–305.

———,“Lostraniero,l’estraneo,lavitadastranieronellaletteratura(tardo)bizantina
difinzione”,inL.Mayali(ed.),Identité et droit de l’autre,Berkeley1994,pp.103–26.

———,“Leggeree/oascoltare:notesullaricezioneprimariaesulpubblicodellalet-
teraturagrecamedievale”,inA.Pioletti/F.RizzoNervo(eds.),Medioevo Romanzo e 
Orientale: Oralità, scrittura, modelli narrativi.II Colloquio Internazionale(Napoli,
17–19febbraio1994),SoveriaMannelli1995,pp.83–105.

———, “Metamorphosen des Eros. Liebesdarstellung und Liebesdiskurs in der
ByzantinischenLiteraturderKomnenezeit”,inAgapitos/Reinsch(eds.),Der Roman 
im Byzanz der Komnenenzeit,pp.25–54.

———,“WievolkstümlichistdiebyzantinischeVolksliteratur?”,Byzantinische Zeitschrift
96(2003),577–99.

———,“Uno,nessunoecentomila:«LibistroeRodamne»oilromanzocomemacro-
testo”, in G. Carbonaro/E. Creazzo/N.L. Tornesello (eds.), Medioevo Romanzo e 
Orientale. Macrotesti fra Oriente e Occidente. IV Colloquio Internazionale (Vico
Equense,26–29ottobre2000),SoveriaMannelli2002,pp.448–64.

———,“KünstlicheParadiese,OrtsbeschreibungenindervulgärsprachlichenDichtung
desspätenByzanz”,inCh.Ratkowitsch(ed.) Die poetische Ekphrasis von Kunstwerken. 
Eine literarische Tradition der Großdichtung in Antike, Mittelalter und früher Neuzeit,
(ÖsterreichischeAkademiederWissenschaften,philos.-hist.Klasse,Sitzungsberichte,
735),Wien2006,pp.221–45.

———,“DaserfundeneEpigramm.SchriftundBild imRoman”, inW.Hörandner/
A.Rhoby(eds.),Die kulturhistorische Bedeutung byzantinischer Epigramme.Akten 
des Internationalen Workshops(Wien,1.-2.Dezember2006)(Veröffentlichungenzur
Byzanzforschung,14),Wien2008,pp.19–28.

———,“Itinerarimagici:ilviaggiodelcavallovolante”,inM.Cassarino(ed.),Medioevo 
Romanzo e Orientale. Sulle orme di Shahrazàd : le «Mille e una notte» fra Oriente e 
Occidente. VI Colloquio Internazionale (Ragusa,12–14ottobre2006),SoveriaMannelli
2009,pp.61–79.

———,“TraumpalästevonByzanz.EineunbeachteteAnsichtvon«Constantinople
imaginaire»”,Nea Rhome6(2009),407–40.

———, “Jenseits des Schattens der Alten? Zum Umgang mit derTradition in der
volkssprachlichenErzählliteratur”,inA.Rhoby/E.Schiffer(eds.),Imitatio-Aemulatio-
Variatio. Akten des Internationalen wissenschaftlichen Symposions (Wien, 22.–
25. Oktober 2008) (Veröffentlichungen zur Byzanzforschung, 21), Wien 2010,
pp.93–102.

———, “Ἄκουσε τί μέ ἐφάνη. Sogni e visioni nella narrativa greca medievale”, in
G.Lalomia/A.Pioletti(eds.),Medioevo Romanzo e Orientale. Temi e motivi epico-



124 Cupane

cavallereschi fra Oriente e Occidente. VII Colloquio Internazionale (Ragusa,8–10mag-
gio2008),SoveriaMannelli2010,pp.91–114.

———,“OrtederLiebe:Bäder,BrunnenundPavillonszwischenFiktionundRealität”,
inV.Vavřínek/P.Odorico/V.Drbal(eds.),Ekphrasis. La représentation des monuments 
dans les littératures byzantine et byzantino-slaves. Réalités et imaginaires(=Byzan-
tinoslavicaLXIX/3Supplementum),Prague1911,pp.167–78.

———,“Στήλητῆςἀστειότητος.ByzantinischeVorstellungenweltlicherVollkommenheit
inRealitätundFiktion”,Frühmittelalterliche Studien45(2011),193–209.

———,“Unapasseggiataneiboschinarrativi.LostatutodellafinzionenelMedioevo
RomanzoeOrientale”,Jahrbuch der österreichischen Byzantinistik63(2013),61–90.

———,“OtherWorlds,OtherVoices:FormandFunctionoftheMarvellousinLate
ByzantineFiction”,inRoilos(ed.),Medieval Greek Storytelling,pp.183–202.

———, “The Heavenly City. Religious and Secular Visions of the Other World in
ByzantineLiterature”,inCh.Angelidi/G.Calofonos(eds.),Dreaming of Byzantium 
and Beyond, Farnham2014,pp.53–68.

———,“VolksspracheundVolksliteraturinByzanz”, inP.Rychterová(ed.),Origin
Stories.TheRiseofVernacularLiteracyinaComparativePerspective,Munich2017
(forthcoming)

———,“Partonopeu’sVisittoConstantinople.ACase-StudyinLiteraryReception”,in
I.Nilsson/A.Goldwyn(eds.),Romance between East and West (forthcoming).

Duby,G.,Guillaume le Maréchalou le meilleur chevalier du monde,Paris1986.
Fisher,E.,“Planoudes,Holobolos,andtheMotivationforTranslation”,Greek, Roman and 

Byzantine Studies43(2002/3),77–104.
———,“ManuelHolobolos,AlfredofSareshal,andtheGreekTranslatorofps.-Aristo-

tele’sDe plantis”,Classica et Medievalia57(2006),189–212.
Garland,L.,“«Beamorousbutbechaste».SexualMoralityinByzantineLearnedand

VernacularRomance”,Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies14(1990),62–120.
Gärtner,H.,“CharikleiainByzanz”,Antike und Abendland15(1969),47–69.
Gaul,N.,“AndronikosKomnenos,PrinzBelthandrosundderZyklop.ZweiGlossenzu

NiketasChoniatesΧρονικὴΔιήγησις”,Byzantinische Zeitschrift 96(2003),623–60
Houdebert,A.,“L’histoireduchevald’ébène,deToledeàParis:propositionssurlesmo-

dalitésd’unetransmission”,inE.Egedi-Kovács(ed.),Byzance et l’Occident: Rencontre 
de l’Est et de l’Ouest,Budapest2013,pp.143–56.

Hunger,H., “Unromanbyzantineetsonatmosphère:CallimaqueetChrysorrhoè”,
Travaux et Mémoires3(1968),405–22.

Jauss, H.-R., “Allegorese, Remythisierung und neuer Mythus”, in id., Alterität und 
Modernität der mittelalterlichen Literatur. Gesammelte Aufsätze 1956–1976,Munich
1977,Nr.VIII(firstpublicationinM.Fuhrmann(ed.),Terror und Spiel. Probleme der 
Mythenrezeption,Munich1971,pp.187–209).



125IntheRealmofEros:TheLateByzantineVernacularRomance

Jeffreys,E.,“PlaceofCompositionasaFactorintheEditionofEarlyDemoticTexts”,in
Panayotakis(ed.),Le origini della letteratura neogreca,vol.1,pp.310–24.

———, “The Labours of the Twelfth Months”, in E. Stafford/J. Herrin (eds.),
Personifications in the Greek World. From Antiquity to Byzantium(CentreforHellenic
StudiesKing’sCollegeLondon,Publications,7),Aldershot2005,pp.309–23.

———,“Byzantineromances:EasternorWestern?”, inM.S.Brownlee/D.Gondicas
(eds.),Renaissance Encounters. Greek East and Latin West(MedievalandRenaissance
AuthorsandTexts,8),Leiden-Boston2012,pp.217–33.

Jouanno,C.,L’ekphrasis dans la littérature byzantine d’imagination,Thèsedetroisième
cycle,Paris1987.

Knös,B.,“Quiestl’auteurduromandeCallimaqueetdeChrysorrhoé?”,Hellenika17
(1962),274–95.

Külzer,A.,Disputationes graecae contra Iudaeos. Untersuchungen zur byzantinischen 
antĳüdischen Dialogliteratur und ihrem Judenbild (Byzantinisches Archiv, 18),
Stuttgart/Leipzig1999.

Magdalino,P.,“ErostheKingandtheKingofAmours.SomeObservationsonHysmine 
and Hysminias”,Dumbarton Oaks Papers46(1992),197–204.

Martini,E.,“ApropositodiunapoesiaineditadiManuelFile”,Reale Istituto Lombardo 
di scienze, lettere. Rendiconti,Ser.II,XXIX,1898.

Moennig,U.,“BiographicalArrangementasaGenericFeatureanditsMultipleUsein
LateByzantineNarratives”,Phrasis 1(2010),107–47.

———,“LiteraryGenresandMixtureofGenericfeaturesinLateByzantineFictional
Writing”,inP.Roilos(ed.),Medieval Greek Storytelling. Fictionality and Narrative in 
Byzantium(MainzerVeröffentlichungenzuByzantinistik,12),pp.163–82.

Odorico,P.,“Καλλίμαχος,Χρυσορρόηκαιέναςπολύμοναχικόςαναγώστης”,inE.Jeffreys/M.
Jeffreys,ΑναδρομικάκαιΠροδρομικά.Approaches to Texts in Early Modern Greek.
Papers from the conference Neograeca Medii Aevi V. Exeter College, University of Oxford
(September2000),vol.1,Oxford2005,pp.271–86.

N.M.Panayotakis(ed.),Origini della letteratura Neogreca. Atti del secondo Congresso 
Internazionale Neograeca medii Aevi(Venezia,7–10Novembre1991),2vols.,Venice
1993.

P. Roilos (ed.), Medieval Greek Storytelling. Fictionality and Narrative in Byzantium
(MainzerVeroffentlichungenzurByzantinistik,12),Stuttgart2014.

Ruhe,D.,Le Dieu d’Amors avec son Paradis. Untersuchungen zur Mythenbildung um Amor 
in Spätantike und Mittelalter(BeiträgezurromanischenPhilologiedesMittelalters,
6),Munich1974.

Störmer-Caysa,U.,Grundstrukturen mittelalterlicher Erzählungen. Raum und Zeit im 
höfischen Roman, Berlin-NewYork2007. 

Treadgold,W.,“TheHistoricityofImperialBride-Shows”,Jahrbuch der österreichischen 
Byzantinistik54(2004),39–52.



126 Cupane

Vinson, M., “Romance and Reality in the Byzantine Bride Shows”, in L. Brubaker/
J.H.M.Smith(eds.),Gender in the Early Medieval World: East and West, 300–900,
Cambridge2004,pp.102–20.

Yiavis,K.,“PersianChronicles,GreekRomances:TheHaft PaykarandVelthandros”,in
E.Camatso/T.Kaplanis/J.Rye(eds.),“His Words were Nourishment and his Council 
Food”. A Festschrift for David W. Holton,Cambridge2014,pp.23–45.



127AdaptationsofWesternSourcesbyByzantineVernacularRomances

Chapter5

The Adaptations of Western Sources by Byzantine 
Vernacular Romances

Kostas Yiavis

 Introduction

Theromancesadaptedfromsources inother languagesareacrucialpartof
late-Byzantineliterature.Outofatotalof17vernacularromanceswritten(and,
sporadically,casttorhyme)fromthetwelfthtothesixteenthcentury,which
arestudiedintheotherchaptersofthepresentvolume,nolessthanseven(ie,
a hefty 43%) are adaptations of non-Greek originals. Six revisit Western
sources,andforreasonsofspacethischapterfocusesonthem.

Itissometimesheld,andtheargumentmayvoiceamoregeneralimpres-
sion,thattheadaptationsaresomehowinferiortotheoriginalromances;that
they emerged when the institutional tribulations of the declining Empire
broughtonacorrelativenarrowingof literature; thattheyreflectthecruder
mindset of the provinces as opposed to the finesse of the imperial court.1
Indeed, it was not easy for any writer to rise to the narrative complexity of
Livistrosorthedark, forebodingintensityofKallimachos.Andyet,thereisa
strongcasetobemadefortheculturalsignificanceoftheadaptedromances
whichwasenormous.

Theadaptationsthrivedonculturalheterogeneity:theywerethemaingate-
waysofengagingwithrichforeigntraditions. Theydecisivelycontributedto
the enhancement of vernacular authority by renewing subjects, concerns,
vocabulary and imagery. They supported vernacular creativity by taking a
moresecularturn.Theirprintedversionswerevitalresultsofanunacknowl-
edgedpartofEarlyModernGreekproductionwhichembracedtheneedsof
new audiences such as women and less educated readers. The adapted
romanceschallengedthereadingcultureoftheChurchwhichretaliatedwith
confrontationsthatremainlargelyunstudied.

Two factors have hobbled our understanding of the adaptations. First,
Hellenists more often than not perceive them as a unified sub-genre which
hangstogetheronthebasisof commoncharacteristics,theprimarybeingthat

1 Agapitos, Ἡ ἐρωτικὴ διήγηση στὰ μεσαιωνικὰ χρόνια,p.35.
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theyare“courtlyromances”2becausetheystemfromforeignsourceswhichare
uniformly“courtly”.Thetruthofthematteristhattheadaptationswerecom-
posed over a span of three hundred years in different parts of the Empire
withindifferentculturalandliterarycontexts.Theearliest,The War of Troy,at
the end of the 13th century, is much closer to the original Komnenian and
Palaiologan romances than the adaptations of the late 15th and 16th
centuries.

Theadaptationsarealsomoregenericallydiversethanithasbeenappreci-
ated so far. The Greek adapters seem to have chosen enormously popular
foreign works with exceptionally extensive circulation, which came from a
varietyofgenres.Onemayidentifyahistoricalchronicle,alegend,adistant
descendantofaHellenisticnovel,aretakeonachivalricepic,acoupleofcom-
positeromances,thatis,thederivativesoftheoriginalcourtlyromancesproper
adjustedfordemoticreaderships.

Thesecondaspectoftheadaptationswhichhasreceivedlessattentionthan
itdeservesisthefactthat medievaladaptionscouldbeasinventiveasoriginal
romances. Vernacular adaptations as a matter of course asserted their own
canonicalauthoritybydisplacing(aswellasostentatiouslydeferringto)their
originalsources.ThereisnotonesingleGreekadaptationwhichattemptedto
followreligiouslyitssource.Instead,theadaptersabsorbedandmodifiedinflu-
ences from other readings and segments from the oral tradition, casually
borrowedacrosslinguisticandculturalborders.Veryoftentheymixedgenres.
Inreality,thestandardterm“translations”isamisnomerfor“adaptations”.

Hellenistsarebecomingincreasinglyawarethatthisgenerichybriditywasa
constitutionalconditionofallvernacularmedievalliterature,includingtheso-
called “original” works.3 The writers of the later original romances were
products of the manuscript culture which was conducive to textual fluidity
before print centralised language and literature.4 The writer of Livistros, a
secularlovestory,integratedelementsfromBarlaam and Josaphat,whichhad
stronglyreligiouscharacter;thewriterofVelthandrosblendedinpartsfroma
saint’s vita, Life of Makarios the Roman5 and, conceivably, the sensual Haft 
Paykarby thePersianNiẓāmīGanjavī.6Medievalwritersdidnotneedtobe
“original” (originality is not a medieval category), but they aimed to derive

2 See,forinstance,Kriaras,Βυζαντινὰ ἱπποτικὰ μυθιστορήματα,pp.134–40and199–214.
3 Ontheso-called“original”romancesseethechapterbyC.Cupaneinthisvolume.
4 Agapitos, ibid.,p.27;Yiavis, “PersianChronicles,GreekRomances”,pp.30–41;Moennig,

“LiteraryGenresandMixture”,pp.163–82.
5 SeeMoennig,“LiteraryGenres”,pp.166–73.
6 Yiavis,“PersianChronicles,GreekRomances”.
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theirauthorityfromtheauthorityofthesourcestheywerebringingtogether.
Inaveryimportantsense,thelinesbetween“adaptations”and“originals”are
sometimesveryhardtodistinguishinmedievalliterature.

Thisisnottosaythatwecannottellthedifferencebetweenanadaptation
(nomatterhowfree)andafreshlyconceivedromance(nomatterhowreliant
onothersources).ButitdoesproposethatHellenistsheedmorethecapacity
oftheadaptationstosendcomplexsignalsbyfabricatingtheirsources.Asall
medieval writers did, the anonymous Greek adapters craved for an ancient
sourcewhichwouldauthorizetheirowncredibility.Theydeferredtosucha
sourcewhileobfuscatingitatthesametimebyabsorbingmaterialfromelse-
where.Theybothlaidclaimtoanddisclaimedtheirexemplars.Thispolyphony
couldresultinacritiqueofthesourceswhentheywerepositionedinsucha
mannerthattheycouldreacttoandmodifyeachother.Theirinterchangeabil-
ity allowed for multiple viewpoints, and precluded any dominating single
interpretationofthestory.7

IfwewishtograsptheriseofvernacularByzantineliterature,wehaveno
optionbuttoinitiateconversationsabouttheliterarymeritsandthecultural
impacttheseadaptationsprovoked,andtoputthemonthebroadermapof
theunabatedculturalexchangeswithWesternandEasternliterature.

 The War of Troy

Ὁ Πόλεμος τῆς Τρωάδος (hereafter, The War of Troy) is part of a widespread
European phenomenon. Accounts of and references to the “matter ofTroy”
wereubiquitousintheMiddleAges.8TheWoT’sprimaryarchetype,Benoȋtde
St-Maure’sRoman de Troie,whoseoldestwitnessisdatedtothetwelfthcen-
tury,survivesinnolessthanthirty-ninemanuscripts.9Itisoneofahandfulof
romans d’antiquitésuchastheRoman de ThèbesandtheRoman d’Enéas.Benoît
was translated into Latin by the even more popular Guido delle Colonne,
Historia destructionis Troiae. He influenced directly Giovanni Boccaccio’s
Filostrato and Geoffrey Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, and indirectly John
Lydgate’sTroy Book.ThenumberofvernacularaccountsoftheTrojancyclein
all European languages which originated under the influence of this set of
worksistoohightobeverified,andtheircirculationtoogeneraltobetracedin
detail.

7 IhavebenefitedgenerallyfromtheanalysisinWindeatt,Troilus and Criseyde,p.139.
8 OntheTroymatterintheMiddleAgesseethechapterbyR.Lavagniniinthisvolume.
9 BenoîtdeSt-Maure,Le roman de Troie,ed.Constans,vol.6,pp.1–65.
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The romans d’antiquité were so commanding, partly, because they were
politicallymotivated.ByemphasisingtheestablishmentofRomebyAeneas,
and claiming that the nations which had formed by the twelfth century in
WesternEuropeprestigiouslydescendedfromthathero,theromancesdidno
less than legitimize royaldynasties. InGeoffreyMonmouth’s Historia regum 
britanniaeBrutus,Aeneas’grandson,foundsBritain.Wace’sBrut,theEnglish
translation of Historia, is only one of the numerous Bruts to have become
vastlysuccessful.BenoîtwrotehisRoman de TroieinthecourtofHenryII,a
Norman/Angevin patron of many clerks whose work supported his dubious
claimtothethroneofEngland.TheRomanportrayedthehistoricalinterestsof
thatclaim.10

Historicism does not explain allTrojan references in the literature of the
period,though.TheTrojanWarwasanirresistiblycaptivatingtalewhichwas,
often, received and appreciated irrespective of political agendas. It is not
always obvious, for instance, how the Troy-related opening to the Middle
EnglishchivalricromanceSir Gawain and the Green Knight (14thcentury),in
allitsnumerousrecensions,isalwayspolitical.11

It is instructive to take a step back and consider how Benoît’s originary
romance cumulatively produced its authority. In his Prologue, Benoît com-
plained that Homer had made too many mistakes. He incorporated the
stratagemusedbyDares,Excidio Troiae HistoriainhisownPrologue:thatthe
learned Cornelius Nepos came across Dares’ original book in Greek, which
CorneliustranslatedintoLatinwordforword.Totheselayersofconstructed
authorityBenoîtaddedonemore:sinceDares(whoactuallyfoughtintheWar)
ismorereliablethanHomer(whoonlyheardaboutit),Benoîtvowedtofollow
Dares:hewouldbeameretranslatorwithoutchanginganiota.12

Needlesstosay,Benoîtwroteatotallydifferentbook:heturnedtheshort,
bare,chronicle-likeprosebyDares(undereightthousandwords)toaspacious
metricalnarrativeof30,316lines;headdedMedea’sinfatuationwithJason;13
he invented the affair between Troilus and Briseida; he turned to another

10 Bywayofexampleoftheextensivebibliographyontheissue,seeS.Crane,“Anglo-Nor-
manCultures”,pp.42–3,andC.Boswell,“Latinitas”,p.132.

11 See Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, ed. J.R. R. Tolkien and E.V. Gordon, 2nd edition
revisedbyN.Davis,Oxford1967,ll.1–15.

12 Windeatt,Troilus and Criseyde,p.44.
13 PossiblydrawnfromEuripides,orApolloniusRhodius’Argonautica,Book3,ll.451–71,and

615–64,orApollodorus,The Library,I.ix.23and28,andabsentinDares.
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source,Dictys, Ephemeris belli Troiani,tocovertheadventuresafterthesackof
Troy.14

Foremost,Benoîtmodifiedthepitch:hedeviatedfromDares’martialand
epic tone towards a refined, delicate and suspenseful romance which was
heavilyindebtedtotheconcernsandthesubtlepsychologyofcourtlylove– at
itsheightinthetwelfthcentury.LovehadplayednosubstantialpartinDares:
heroes had been attracted to heroines (and vice versa) on account of their
beauty,notthenobilityoftheirsouls(§§10,27).Helenhadbeenbesotted,not
quiteinlove,withParisonlytoregretitlater(§11).Lovehadnotinspiredmag-
nificentdeeds:nothinggoodhadcomeoutofAchilles’passionforPolyxena
butbetrayalanddeath(§§27,30,34).15

Benoît, by contrast, centralised love – and courtly love at that. He inter-
linked four love affairs (Jason-Medea, Paris-Helen, Achilles-Polyxena and
Diomedis/Troilus-Briseida)withtheTrojanWarwhichheturnedtoachivalric
campaign.Thenarrativereliedontheideathatnobilityinrankandsoulended
inprowessinthebattlefield,whichinturnentailed,accordingtocourtlycon-
ventions,truelove.Benoît’scharacterswerenolongertheone-dimensionally
fierce warriors of Dares, but were capable of delicacy and yearning. Benoît
challenged the expectations of his intended readers who must have been
demandingandsophisticated.16

TheGreekWar of Troylocateditselfonthetensionbetweenthecourtliness
ofRoman de TroieandtheepicgeographyofDares.Ononehand,itretained
thestructurebasedonthefour love-affairs introducedbyBenoît.Dozensof
details were drawn from some evidently chivalric source: the battles were
jousts in which heroes unseated their opponents (for example, ll. 3610–11,
3738–41).VriseidaencouragedDiomidis,hersubsequentsuitor,bygivinghim
asleeveasatokenofinterest(ll.6521–2).MedeaboldlyinvitedJasontospend
anightofpassioninherroom(ll.412,523–4).

14 Ed.W.Eisenhut,DictysCretensis,Ephemeridos belli Troiani libri a Lucio Septimio ex Graeco 
in Latinum Sermonem translati,Leipzig1973.Generallyonmedievalstrategiesofrewrit-
ing,seeKelly,The Conspiracy of Allusion,esp.121–70.

15 AllDareshastosayofAchilles’“love”is“quibusobviusfitAchilles:Polyxenamcontempla-
tur, figitanimum,amarevehementereamcoepit. [T]uncardoreconpulsusodiosamin
amore vitam consumit”: see Dares Phrygius, De excidio Troiae historia, Book 27, ed.
F.Meister,Leipzig1873,p.33,ll.2–4.

16 Windeatt,Troilus and Criseyde,pp.78–9.Atp.85Windeattquotedaninterestingexam-
ple:DiomedisuponseeingBriseidamadehis loveovertures,theyoungwomanreplied
withalengthyspeech(ll.13619–80)whichinitsequivocationpainfullycontrastedwith
herrecentpromisestoTroilus.Itmusthavebeenashocktocourtlyaudiencestohavea
“truelover”discreditedsoquickly.
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Butthereisacriticalreconfigurationoflove.IntheWar of Troy,despitethe
courtlysetting,thecomplicationsofchivalrywereflattened.Theadapterhad
nosolidinterestinthecultureofarms,andtheextensivedescriptionsinBenoît
were curtailed.17 All love was proclaimed to be flawed and women fickle.18
Love hardly inspired the heroes to deeds of valour (Achilles refrained from
fightingaltogether),itconsistentlycauseddevastation.Medea’sdaringbehav-
iour was never shown to problematize other principles, such as Christian
modesty,whichisamajorconflictinthecourtlyromanceproper.

Benoît’s narrative of a theme close to the heart of European aristocracy
becameinthehandsoftheanonymousadapterofthe War of Troydecidedly
moredemotic.Timeandagain,theGreekversiondeflatedtheideaofknightly
bravery:Achilles,forinstance,was“blinded”byloveandhisnotfearingdeath
wasperceivedas“imprudent”anddefinitelynotbrave(ll.9971–5).The War of 
Troy’sMedeawasmoreshrewdandlesscourtly:shesoughttobindJasonwith
anoaththathewouldmakeanhonestwomanoutofherbeforesherevealed
tohimthewaytotheGoldenFleece(ll.413–14).Theromancerarelypassedon
achancetodrivehomethatwhenayoungwomantrustsaman,thereensues
sexualpermissivenesswhichiscondemnable(ll.715–16).

SomehowthisdistancewhichtheWar of Troyplacedbetweenitselfandthe
courtlyidealsoftheRoman de Troiebroughtit closertoDareswhosemuscular
narrativehadhadnospaceforlove,aswehaveseen. Thismightexplainthe
factthattheadapteravoidedacknowledginganydebttoBenoîtwhatsoever.
HedroppedthehighlypersonalPrologue, inwhichBenoîthadpromised to
follow as a mere translator Dares’ wondrous account.19 The Greek adapter
interspersed his story with references to Dares, which do not always corre-
spondtotheacknowledgmentsintheoriginalFrenchromance.

ThelanguageoftheGreekadaptationhasvernacularflair,facilityandskill.
Itisvivid,plainandunpretentious.Itconcocted,scholarshaveobserved,awk-
wardGallicisms,butitalsomadeattemptstocreatethevocabularyinGreekto
sustain the original knightly story.20What we should add is that the War of 
Troy did not translate word for word, it adapted, and to do so, it employed
Greekcolloquialisms,andtappedintothedemoticlanguagewhichhadbeen

17 Jeffreys,“ByzantineRomances:EasternorWestern?”,p.229.
18 War of Troy,ed.Papathomopoulos/Jeffreys,p.486,v.9313:ὅλεςεἰσὶψεμματινές,τινὰςμὴντὶς

πιστεύει.
19 BenoîtdeSteMaure,Roman de Troie,ll.84–144,ed.Constans,vol.1,pp.1–9.
20 Papathomopoulos/Jeffreys(eds.),Ὁ Πόλεμος τῆς Τρωάδος,pp.lx–lxiandlv.
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currentinthepopulartraditionof folksongsthateventuallyresultedinthe
vernacularepicofDigenis Akritis.21

DidtheWar of Troyarticulateabashful,moreconservative,lower-classcriti-
cismofthearistocraticpreoccupationwithcourtlyromanceandlove,which
hadbeendefyingconventionsofmorality?WastheGreekadapterinfluenced
at places by a more moralizing recension of the Roman de Troie, like Guido
delleColonne’sdidactic,andimmenselydiffusedthroughoutEurope,Historia 
destructionis Troiae?Literarycriticismwillhavealottoanswer.

ElizabethJeffreys,anauthoritativeeditorof theGreektext, hasproposed
since 1991 that it must have been composed in an area in which Western/
Frankishculturewasparticularlyinfluential,andthoughtthatthisareamust
be Morea.22The position has led the field.23 Jeffreys has recently dated the
textfirmlybetween1267(whentheTreatyofViterbowassignedtransferring
AchaiafromGuillaumeVillehardouintoCharlesd’Anjou)and1281(theyearof
deathofLeonardodaVeroli,Guillaume’sbook-lovingchancellor).The“matière
deTroie”appealedtotheAngevins,theargumentgoes,andtherewasnoone
likelierthanthecultivatedLeonardotohavecommissionedthetranslation.24

While theproposition isconvincing, I shouldalso like to suggest thatwe
takeintoaccountthefundamentalmobilityofmedievalliterature:texts,sto-
ries and motifs circulated over the divides of languages and traditions in
inconceivablychangeableways,andneedednotapoliticalagendatoattract
readers’ attention. To put it differently, it is not always obvious why such a
much-lovedtextasBenoît’swithcountlessversionsalloverEuropeuntilthe
fourteenthcentury(notallofwhichwerepolitical,aswehaveseen)couldnot
have caught the eye of, say, Constantinopolitan merchants trading with
Provence,whomighthavecommissionedaFrankish-Greektranslator.25The
GreekadaptationtookaverydispassionateviewoftheTrojans(aswellasthe
Greeks),andAeneaswasdisparagedasapathetictraitor(ll.12225–33),abad
councilor(ll.11278–81),disrespectfultohisking(l.11287)andgreedy(l.11441–
3): it is not immediately apparent how the Angevins, Aeneas’ implied
descendants, derived any honour from association with him. There is little

21 Amongmanyexamplesofcolloquialismsseell.376–7,7631,11180.Fordemoticfiguresof
speech,seethetricoloninv.323,andtherepetitioninll.5330–1.

22 E.Jeffreys,“PlaceofComposition”,pp.312–24.
23 See,forinstance,therecentLendari,“GazesinLoveScenes”,p.19.
24 E.Jeffreys,“ByzantineRomances:EasternorWestern?”,pp.235–37.
25 IthankCarolinaCupaneforthepointthatasamatteroffactweknowthatamanuscript

ofBenoîtmusthavecirculatedinConstantinopleimmediatelyaftertheconquestof1204:
Cupane referred to Folena, “La Romania d’oltremare”, pp. 272–73, and also Jacoby, “La
littératurefrançaisedanslesétatslatins”,pp.633–4.
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distinctivelyMoreoticintheWar of Troy.Thetextdoesnottestifytoanycuri-
osityregardinganethnicorigin.Atnopointdoes itreadlikeanappealtoa
classwithanemergentregionalconsciousness.26

 Old Knight

The romance which scholars know as Πρέσβυς ἱππότης (henceforth, The Old 
Knight)istheonlyadaptationthatsurvivesasafragment.Thestoryisadapted
fromGuiron le courtois whichisthethirdgreatArthuriancycleafterLancelot-
GrailandTristan.27Guironcirculatedextensivelyamonglanguagesandgenres.
There have been identified forty manuscripts only in French, to which one
shouldaddanevenlargernumberoflostandlatentwitnessesasevincedin
catalogueentriesinvariouslibraries.Thecycle’sheroesbecamesoprominent
that they made it to architectural decorations and heraldry everywhere in
WesternEurope.Deepwastheinfluenceofthecycleonimportantworkssuch
asAriosto’sOrlando furioso(Ferrara1516)andLuigiAlemanni’sGyrone il cor-
tese(Paris1541).28Theoldestcoreofthecycle,whosefirststoriesmusthave
beencomposedinthe1240’s,consistsofthreepartseachrelatingtheadven-
turesofoneprotagonist:theRoman de Méliades,theRoman du Guironandthe
Suite Guiron.29

A pattern seems to be already in place, which involves Greek as well as
Westernadaptations:againstthebackgroundofthesefrightfullypopularsto-
ries, adapters felt free to extract any set, or any one of the adventures, and
reshapethecompilationbeforetheypresentedit– inthiscase – inFrench,or
manyoftheItalianvernaculars.30Amidthisexhilaratinglyfluidcreativity,new

26 For a different opinion see Shawcross, “Re-inventing the Homeland”. Of interest is the
analysisinPage,Being Byzantine,pp.177–242,esp.242ontheregional(notethnic)iden-
tityinFrankishMorea.

27 Fortheconnection,seeLagomarsini,“RustichellodaPisa”,p.53.
28 OnthemanuscriptsofthecycleseeCigni,“PerlastoriadelGuiron”,pp.295–316;idem,

“MapparedazionaledelGuiron”,pp.85–117;andidem,“Manuscrits”,pp.187–217.Onits
widerresonance,seealsoAllaire,“ArthurianArtinItaly”,pp.205–32.Onitsinfluenceon
Ariosto,seeMorato,“Meliadus,Rodomonte”,pp.287–308.

29 SeeMorato,Il ciclo di Guiron le Courtois,pp.37–73,andLagomarsini,Les Aventures des 
Bruns,p.75.Forthedatingofthecycle,seeLathuillère,Guiron le courtois,pp.31–4.Onthe
fluidrelationsamongthethreeparts,whichsometimesmergedtogether,seeLagomar-
sini,“LatradizionecompilativadelleSuite Guiron”,pp.98–127.

30 For an example of creative accommodation of material from Guiron by Ariosto, see
Morato,“Lascomparsa”,pp.78–83.



135AdaptationsofWesternSourcesbyByzantineVernacularRomances

episodeswereadded.AgroupoflateraccretionsareattributedtoRustichello
ofPisawhowasfamouslytheco-authorofMarcoPolo’sTravels.Rustichello
wrote,inFrench,onemoreArthuriantext,theso-calledCompi lazione guironi-
ana.31Bothhisworksarenowdatedbetween1275and1300.32Thefirstepisode
ofthatCompilazione(Viel Chevalier, VC)istheclosestwenowhavetowhatthe
GreekadapteroftheOld Knightmighthavebeforehim.33 Typically,heended
withsomethingverydifferenttohisoriginal.

InRustichello’sversionKingArthur’scelebratedRoundTablewas,ascus-
tomhadit,gatheredforPentecost.OnoccasionssuchasthisintheArthurian
cycles, the king was time and again bored until an adventure was had, and
Rustichellodidnotdeviate.Afearfullyhugeknight,unknowntoall,appeared,
and,truetoform,challengedtheentirecourt:theyoungwomanwhowaswith
himwouldbeofferedtowhomevercoulddefeathimincombat.Theoldknight
gave his opponents the benefit of a weapon. In due course, he vanquished
Palamède,thenGauvainandthenanotherdozenofthechosenknights,not
sparingthesuperlativeTristanandLancelot.Uponleaving,theoldknighttold
the king that he had only wanted to know who the best knight was, and to
ascertain that the Old Table (comprising mostly the fathers of the current
incumbents)wassuperiortothenewfellowship.Theoldknightdeparted,and
laterhelpedawidow,sisterofanobleman.Whenthatdeedwasover,theold
herosentalettertoArthurinwhichhedisclosedhisname,“BranorleBrun”.

TheGreektext,suchpartsthatexist,34generallyagreeswiththisplot,butit
isobviousthatitdidnotfollowtheFrenchoriginallineforline.PierreBreillat
inhisdefinitive1938studyofthefragmentmighthavebeenunqualifiedlypre-
cisewhenhesuggestedthattheGreekadapterpossiblyworkedfrommemory,
andusednowrittenexemplarwhatsoever.35

SomeofthedivergenceswhichtheOld Knightintroducedmighthelpschol-
arsreassesstheworkintime.First,theGreekromancereplacedthesupernatural
elementoftheFrenchanaloguewithsomedelightfullyscathingsarcasm.The
challengerintheoriginalstorywasformidablyprodigiousinsizeandappear-
ance,agiant,somuchsothattheTablethoughtthathewasunreal:“Etestoit

31 ThedetailedsummaryinLathuillère,Guiron le courtoisremainstheclosestwehavetoa
moderneditedtext.SeealsoLøseth,Le roman en prose de Tristan,pp.423–74.

32 Lagomarsini,Les aventures,pp.67–9.
33 Breillat,“LaTableRondeenOrient”,pp.322–3alsothoughtthattheOKwasnotafaithful

translation.
34 TheOKstartsjustbeforetheduelwithPalamedesandbreaksoffjustbeforethenameis

revealedintheletter.
35 Breillat,“LaTableRondeenOrient”,pp.312–13.ThesuggestionwasrenewedbyGrivaud,

“Literature”,p.279.
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moutgrantfautqu’iln’estoitjeant”.36Thisparthassadlynotbeenpreservedin
the Greek text, but it is difficult to envisage how the chilling exuberance of
Guironcouldbebornebytheageingknightwho“grins...andscoldsthesilli-
nessoftheboy”(ll.56–7)whocametofighthim.

TheGreekoldknightdidnotneedtobescarytoinspireawe:hissuperiority
tooktheshapeofblokeysarcasmtotheyoungermenhefelled.37 Inthesec-
ondpartofthestory,theoldmanbecamethereceivingendofmockerywhen
the defenders of the noble widow were unimpressed with his scrawny and
decrepitbody,andtauntedhimwithsomeamusinglyunforgivingcomments.
Thejokeisattheirexpense,however:readersknowwhattheoldboycando,
althoughheisabitworseforwear.38Thesarcasm,then,isabrilliantinvention
onthepartoftheadapter:itdrawsreadersinbyprivilegingthemwithmore
informationthan someofthecharactershave.

Another difference from the original is the direction the adapter took in
addingextralayerstohisperceivedexemplar.Heconfidentlyinsertedastring
ofoffhandallusionstoHomer.39Furtherreferencestoclassicalculturehave
been identified.40Whentheadaptermuddled thedetails in theoriginal,he
unblinkingly injectedclips fromvariousothersourcesonArthurian legends
whichhadbeencirculatingatthetime.41Theresultisapolyphonictextwhose
pluralityisasindicativeoftheadapter’scraftasitisindicativeoftheconstitu-
tional“intertextuality”ofmedievalromanceingeneral.

Inacertainrespect,theGreekadapterachievedmorecomplexityandpsy-
chologicalnuancethantheFrenchoriginal.Thesharprivalrybetweenthetwo
championsoftheRoundTable,TristanandLancelot,andthedeep,affection-
atefriendshipofPalamedesandGauvainwerecapturedbytheGreekanalogue,

36 Rustichello da Pisa,ed.Cigni,3.5.Helpfully,thetext(=VC)isreproducedinthelatestedi-
tionoftheOld Knight,RizzoNervo,Il Vecchio Cavaliere, pp.58–139:60(withfacingItalian
translation).AlltranslationsintoEnglisharemine.

37 Carbonaro,“IlcronòtopodelVecchio Cavaliere”,pp. 369–70calledthehero’ssarcasmat
thispoint“atavicaellenicasuperiorità”.

38 SeealsothecommentsinBreillat,“LaTableRondeenOrient”,pp.321–2.
39 Totakeoneexample,ArthurpreparingtogotobattledrivesawayaworryingGuinevere

with words which ring similar to Hector’s to Andromache. Compare, «Ἄπιθι (...)
γυναικωνίτινεὐπρεπῶςκοσμούσακαὶπαιδίσκες»(ll.140–1)withIliad6.490–2.SeeBreillat,
“LaTableRondeenOrient”,pp.318–20.

40 SeeGarzya,“‘MatièredeBretagne’aBisanzio”,pp.1036–7.
41 WhentheOldKnightunhorsedPalamedes, the latterdropped«αἰσχύνηςἔμπλεος»(“in

shame”, l. 23), a detail not available in Rustichello (compare 5.12) and apparently bor-
rowedfromtheso-calledTristano veneto,aversionwhichwaspopularinItaly:seeBreil-
lat,“LaTableRondeenOrient”,p.317.
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whereassuchsentimentsarenotevidentatallinRustichello’sversion.42Itis,
moreover,intriguingthattheOld Knighttookcaretoemphasizethehero’sloy-
altytohislordandmaster,KingArthur,afterhehadembarrassedallthelatter’s
knights,asopposedtotheFrenchtextwhichwasnonchalant invoicingthe
vassal’sallegiance.43Perhapsitwasthis“political”componentwhichinspired
thelatestOld KnighteditorFrancescaRizzoNervo’sthought-provokinghypoth-
esis that the romance could be read as an allegory for the old Byzantine
aristocracywhichresentedthenewvaluesofthedominantWesternpowersin
theEast,althoughitwaspronetothem.44

Few studies of the Old Knight resisted the temptation of discussing its
archaising, antiquated language and its garbled syntax. Hans-Georg Beck
calledtheadaptation“unbeholfenenVersuch”,andtheevaluationhasrather
stuck.45 One wonders, however, whether the literary qualities of the poem
havenotbeendismisseda little tooeasily.There is indeeda fairnumberof
clumsylinessuchasv.170,“Ὁδ’ἔφη·‘Μουκαθ’ἡδονὴνὑπάρχεισουτὸρῆμα’”(He
said:ʻYourwordsareadelighttomeʼ”Butnexttothesetherearelinessuchas
v. 104 “Αὐτός δε ἀγέραστος λειφθεὶς λειφθήσεται ἁμίλλης” (May he himself be
devoidofbothrewardandcontest)whichtreatreaderstosomefinesse.And
thereisoccasionallytheunderstatedeleganceofahiddenrhythm:thetime-
worn warrior was v. 9, “Ὥσπερ τὶς λίθος ἀκλινής” (as an unswerving rock), a
similecounterpointedbyv.12“Ὥσπερτὶςλίθοςἀφεθεὶς”(asarockhurled[bya
catapult]).46

Whenthestudyofthepoemisplacedwithinabroaderframeofcompara-
tiveliterature,itwillyieldinterestingresults.Guirontoldthestoryofanolder
generation:Branorwasadvancedinyears,MèliadeswasTristan’s father,Lac
wasErec’s.Thesewereallheroicknights,extraordinaryfighters,tobesure,but
theywerenotexactlycourtiers.Theywerelessshowntobemembersofafel-
lowship,andmoreindividualheroes,larger-than-lifedrifters.Mighttherebe
somemileageintheideathattheGreekadapterwasattractedbythemaverick,
outsidertypethatdictatedhimselfthetermsofhiscompliancewithorganised
authority,andthatgaverisetoimportantromancesbetweenthetenthandthe
thirteenthcenturies,rangingfromthePersianShahnamehtotheGreekDigenes 
AkritistotheFrenchGuiron?

42 Contrast, ll.92–6, 101–4and28–30with VC, 7–9and5.16, respectively.On thepointof
“caratterizzazionepsicologica”,seeGarzya,“ʻMatièredeBretagne’aBisanzio”,p.1035.

43 ContrastOK,ll.150–64withVC,15.2.
44 RizzoNervo(ed.),Il Vecchio Cavaliere,p.24.
45 Beck,Geschichte,p.138.
46 ThetwolineswerementionedbyBreillat,“LaTableRonde”,p.320,n.6.
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Onequestionwhichhasattractedattentionistheprovenanceanddateof
the Old Knight. Pierre Breillat suggested that the adaptation occurred in
Cyprus, or by a Cypriot, on linguistic arguments which today may look not
completely clinching.47 Most subsequent scholars concurred with varying
degrees of enthusiasm.48 Some others disagreed completely.49 Roderick
Beaton’sportrayalofanEasternMediterranean,includingCyprus,conversant
with“matièrearthurienne”isdifficulttobesuperseded.50Asfarasdatingis
concerned,consensusascribesOld Knighttothelate13thor14thcenturies.51

 Apollonius of Tyre

ItwouldhavebeenpracticallyimpossiblefortheadapterofΔιήγησις Ἀπολλωνίου
(henceforth,“unrhymedApollonius”)tomissoneofthenumerousvariantsof
thestory.EversinceHistoria Apollonii Regii TyriappearedinLateAntiquity,its
variousformshadpermeatedallEuropeantraditions.Casual,throw-awayallu-
sionsintheearlymedievalcenturiesconfirmthefactthatitwasacompelling
readinNorse,Danish,Spanish,French,Dutch,Czech,PolishandHungarian.
Some languages had a number of different versions each: in English alone
there are recorded seven diverse takes on the original story until the
Renaissance, including one by John Gower (“Tale of Apollonius of Tyre” in
Confessio amantis) and Shakespeare (Pericles). Today Historia survives in no
lessthanonehundredmanuscripts.52

47 Breillat,“LaTableRonde”,p.325n.2.
48 Kechagioglou, Απολλώνιος της Τύρου,p.351believedthatitisCypriot,andcitedalonglist

of linguistic evidence. Grivaud, “Literature”, 280 was sceptical but discovered affinities
withvernacularCypriotliteratureofthelateMiddleAges.RizzoNervo,Il Vecchio Cava-
liere, pp. 32–3 sketched out the presence of Rustichello’s Compilazione in Cyprus but
rejectedtheargumentforCypriotorigin.

49 Garzya,“‘MatièredeBretagne’aBisanzio”,p.1040proposedothersitesofosmosisbetween
EastandWest,suchasRomaniaorByzantiumitselfinstead.Cupane,Romanzi cavalleres-
chi bizantini,pp.33–4preferredaplaceofVenetianorGenoeseinfluence(suchasCyprus,
EuboeaorChios)buttouchedonlinguisticaffinitieswithcourtlyConstantinople.

50 Beaton,Medieval Greek Romance,p.143.Additionally,seeKechagioglou,Απολλώνιος της 
Τύρου,p.349.

51 SotheeditorRizzoNervo,Il Vecchio Cavaliere,p.32.Kechagioglou,Απολλώνιος της Τύρου,
p.349,n.8seemstooptfortheearly14thcentury.Breillat,“LaTableRonde”,pp.323–24
placestheworkbetweentheendofthe13thandthefirsthalfofthe15thcentury.

52 ThetwosurvivingLatinmanuscriptsaredatedtothelatefifthandearlysixthcenturies:
seeKortekaas,The Story of Apollonius,p.3.TheauthoritativestudyoftheEuropeanver-
sionsandtheirinterconnectionsisArchibald,Apollonius of Tyre,esp.pp.xi–xiiand46.
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WehaveknownformanyyearsthattheearliestGreekversion,theunrhymed
Apollonius,wasmodelledon theTuscan Storia d’Apollonio di Tirowhichhas
beendated,perhapssomewhatquestionably,to1320–40.53Thetextcomprises
870unrhymedfifteen-syllablelines.Twoschoolsofthoughthaveledthedebate
onitsdateandprovenance.Thefirstplacesitbetweentheearly14thcentury
andthestarttothe16th.AstrongargumentcamefromCarolinaCupanewho
locatedtheadaptationintheFrankish-heldMoreabytheendofthe14thcen-
tury. Cupane hypothesized that it might have been a descendant of the
FlorentineNiccolòAcciaiuoli,alearnedfriendofPetrarchandBoccaccio,who
was in Morea between 1338 and 1341 as Catherine de Valois’s courtier, who
broughtwithhimamanuscriptofApollonio di Tiro.54Theproponentof the
otherschool,theeditorofApollonius,GeorgeKechagioglouhasoptedforthe
south-eastAegean,probablyCyprus,sometimein1350–75onthestrengthof
linguisticidiomsandintertextualreferences.55

Ithasbeenshownthatanintrinsiccharacteristicoftheunrhymed Apollonius
istheimpositionofaChristiansettingonaplotwhichwasoriginallypagan.56
Thisisabsolutelyaccurate:the“Christianization”ofthestoryhadbegunwith
theLatinHistoriathathadeliminatedexplicitpaganism,andtheGreekadapter
tookitfromtherebyaddingdetails.57Itiseasytoseehowtheheroicethosof
theHistoriawasconducivetoamedievalChristianturn:Apolloniushadthe
making of the perfect Christian king, he was wise, virtuous and magnani-
mous.58 Scholars agree that the Greek romance is entrenched in religious
iconography:therevivaloftheprotagonist’swifeechoestheChristianresur-
rection(aswellas theuseof themotifofmiraculousrevivals inHellenistic

53 See Klebs, Die Erzählung von Apollonius von Tyre, pp. 452–54. For an edition of Storia,
scholarsstilluseL.DelPrete,Storia d’Apollonio di Tiro.Romanzo greco dal latino ridotto in 
volgare italiano nel secolo XIV,Lucca1861.AneditionofHistoriaisinKortekaas,The Story 
of Apollonius.

54 Cupane, «Λογοτεχνικὴ παραγωγή», p. 379, and ead., Romanzi cavallereschi bizantini,
pp.29,570and607,n.46.

55 Kechagioglou,Απολλώνιος της Τύρου,p.341.
56 ByBeaton, Medieval Greek Romance, p. 140.His leadwas followedrecentlybyZafraka,

“TextsinDistantContexts”,p.155,andCarbonell,«ΟινεοελληνικέςδιασκευέςτουΑπολλώνιου
τηςΤύρου»,vol.1,p.170.

57 Kortekaas,The Story of Apollonius,pp.20–2.SeealsoKlebs,Die Erzählung von Apollonius 
von Tyre,p.454,andBeck,Geschichte,p.137.

58 Carbonell,Οι νεοελληνικές διασκευές τουΑπολλώνιου της Τύρου»,vol.1,p.169.
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romance);59thenoble-bornladybecomestheprioressofaconventinorderto
protectherhonouruntilsheisreunitedwithherhusband;60thecouple’swed-
dingisofficiatedbyabishop.61

Perhapsonewaytopushdiscussionalittlefurtheristoveerawayfromthe
study of themes, and think in terms of literary criticism. The story of the
unrhymedversionisframedbythetemporalityofApollonius’life:itstartsout
whenheisayoungmenandeagertomakehismark,andendsupwhenthe
herodiesinoldageandissucceededtothethronebyhischild.62Thiscycli-
cism, a staple of medieval thought, is profoundly a-temporal. The adapter
made sure that his readers understood that the story had taken place in an
unspecified,distantpast: the incipitvaguelydatedthestorysometime“after
Ascension”and“whentheApostleswereteaching”;namessuchas“Apollonius”
and“Antiochus”soundedHellenistic,ifnotolder.Andyet,thecolloquialisms
and the texture of its language must have unmistakably cast the unrhymed
Apolloniusasa“modern”,vernaculartexttothereadersofitsday.

The combined result is perpetual presentness. The medieval mind per-
ceivedancientheroesaspowerfullyrelevantbecausetheyhadgotsomething
toteach.Andbecausetheyhadgotsomethingtoteach,theybecameperenni-
allypresent,parables,figuresbeyondtime.Itisnotthatthemedievaladapter
reallythoughtthatApolloniuswashiscontemporary,buthiswasexactlythe
same mental process that led manuscripts illuminators such as the Orosius
Master in the late 14th and early 15th century to depict Homeric heroes as
medievalknights.Theunrhymed Apolloniusmusthavebeenmeanttobean
allegory of the Rota fortunae, the whimsical ever-turning Wheel of Fortune
which had been Christianized by Boethius and had become an important
themeinmedievalliteratureandart.63Noneofus,theadapterappearstohave
offeredtosay,notevengood,cleverprinces,canoverpowerFate.

59 For the point see Beaton, The Medieval Greek Romance, p. 140. The motif of apparent
deathofoneoftheloversisknownasScheintod.ItisathemethatApollonius shareswith
theHellenisticromanceLeukippe,aswellasthelaterKallimachos,Livistros,Velthandros,
ImperiosandErotokritos;seeBeaton,“ErotokritosandtheHistoryoftheNovel”,pp.8–9,
whoassociatedthelover’s“rebirth”with“theideaofsecularloveastheequivalentofa
mysticalrevelation”.

60 AsintheMerchant of Venice,3.4,ll.28–32,ed.J.L.Halio,Oxford1993.Furtheronthemotif,
seeYiavis,Imperios,commentsonv.695.

61 Yiavis,ibid.,commentsonv.509.
62 Kechagioglou,Απολλώνιος της Τύρου,p.292sawtimeintheunrhymedApolloniusasalin-

earsequencefromyouthtooldage.
63 On the figure of Fortune in Western and Medieval Greek Literature see Cupane,

“Κατέλαβεςτὰἀμφίβολαπρόσωπα”.
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OneoftheissuesaboutApolloniuswhichremainsunopenediswhatkindof
agenreitbelongsto.Itiscertainlyaromance,butonecouldnotcallit“homi-
letic”: hardly ever is its religion overtly didactic, and the plot never really
subordinatestomoralizing.64Themaincharacterdoesnotfallbecauseofasin,
andhedoesnotredeemhimselfthroughpenitenceandprayer.Asamatterof
fact, Apollonius seems to occupy a generic position between a (secularised)
saint’slifeandalegendaryromance.OnemightproposetocallitaSpeculum 
vitae,anexemplarylife,ofthesortthatwasprodigiouslypopularthroughout
Europefromthe14thcenturyuntilwellintothe16th,asitsLatinprecedenthad
beeninthe5thand6thcenturies.Romancessuchastheso-called“Constance
cycle”,evenSir Isumbras,EmaréandLe Bone Florence of Rome,representahero
(or a heroine) whose fortitude sees them through extraordinary hardship.
Usually,thereisamoraloutlook,theprotagonististestedbyfate,andtheyare
separatedfromtheirfamily,onlytobereunitedintheend.Thereligioustone
can(butneednot)behigh.

Apollonius waspartofthatgroupofpreviouslyunrhymedworks(suchas
Theseid,Imperios andAlexandros)bymeansofwhichthefledglingbookindus-
try inVeniceconstructedthepublicdemand for rhymesand,alongside, the
market for vernacular Greek literature. In 1524 the story was printed in the
formofc.1,900rhymedfifteen-syllablelines.It isaproofofthefactthatthe
earlyGreekadaptersperceivedtheirworkasan“international”phenomenon,
and not as an internal intralinguistic affair, that the rhymester, the Cretan
GavriilAkontiános,choseashissourcenottheGreekunrhymedversionbut
the2,304eleven-syllablelinesoftheCantare d’Apollonio di Tiro (1475)bythe
FlorentineAntonioPucci.Thatadaptationwasfinishedby1501.65

TherhymedApolloniusopenedwithaclearerreferencetoitsdidacticpur-
poseandasharpervisionoftheWheelofFortunethemethantheunrhymed
variant(seell.9–24).Interestingly,itisnotDivineProvidencebutthehero’s
skills and determination which “turn the wheel” (ll. 409–34). The romance
exploitedsomedistinctivecourtlyelements:theherochangedhisfatebybeing
excellent at dancing and music playing music. In addition, the rhymester
indulgedingivingthemostdetailedtechnicaldescriptionof the lists inthe
joustwheretheherofights inallGreekromances.Nevertheless,therhymed
Apolloniusunderminedanycourtlinessthatmayhaveslippedinwhenapoor
fisherman’s practical spirit is shown to be effortlessly superior to king
Apollonius’histrionicswhenheisinexile(ll.363–72).

64 Cf.,Mehl,The Middle English Romances,p.121.
65 Kechagioglou,Απολλώνιος της Τύρου,pp.867and1283.
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 Theseid

ThisistheonlyadaptationintoGreekofanamedpoet.GiovanniBoccaccio’s
Teseida, delle nozze d’Emilia (c.1340) set out to tell the story of the titular
Athenianhero,Teseo,butfromBookIIIuntiltheendinBookXIIitveeredto
thecompetitionbetweentwoThebanprinces,ArcitaandPalemone, for the
heartofEmilia,daughteroftheAmazonqueen.Theadapterretainedtheorigi-
nal eleven-syllable ottave rime form which is unprecedented in Greek
vernacularromance,butinsertedtheusualfifteen-syllablerhymingcouplets
toalimitedextent,inpartssuchasthepreamblestotheBooks.Theresurvive
twomanuscriptsanda1529Venetianprintedchapbook.TheGreektraditionof
thepoemisfluid,andtherearedifferencesamongthevariants.OnlytwoBooks
havebeenpublishedbymoderneditorssofar.66

The Cretan provenance of the adaptation has been argued for on the
strengthofastringofdialectalelements.67Morerecentlythetheorywassug-
gestedthatthesettingofthepoemisconducivetotheexpansivepolicyand
theculturalsyncretismoftheFrankishduchyofAthensbetween1388and1444
under the Florentine d’Acciaiuoli. Consequently, the argument ran, Theseid
musthavebeenwrittenthereandwasdatedtothelatefourteenthortheearly
fifteenthcentury.68

Boccaccio employed the old medieval technique of placing his chivalric
romance on Greek soil. He painted a vivid Greek background with the plot
unfoldinginAthensandThebes,andaswarmofknights,whoparticipatedin
thejoustinBookVI,comingfromGreeklands.Itmighthavebeenthisethnic
patinathatattractedtheadaptertoTeseidainthefirstplace.69Errorsinmyth-

66 Book I by Follieri, Il Teseida Neogreco, and Book VI by Olsen, “The GreekTranslation”,
pp.275–301.

67 Morgan,Cretan Poetry,pp.125–6.
68 SeeKaklamanis,«ὉΠρόλογος»,pp.117–18whodismissedtheCretanismsaslateraccre-

tions. Also unconvinced by the Cretan claim is Panayotakis, “The Italian Background”,
p.287,n.21.Forotheropinions,seeCarpinato,“Altreosservazioni”,p.182whodecidedon
thePeloponneseoftheendofthefifteenthcentury(seealsoSpadaro,Contributo,p.14).
Oneofthetwomoderneditorsthinksthattheadaptationtookplaceinthesecondhalfof
thefifteenthcentury:seeFollieri,“LaVersioneingrecovolgaredelTeseidadelBoccaccio”,
pp.75–6,andeadem,Il Teseida Neogreco,p.5.

69 ForthiscompellingideaseeBeaton,Medieval Greek Romance,p.142.Itnowappearsless
conclusive,though,thatBoccacciowasinspiredbytheGreekepicheroἈκρίτηςforhis
ArcitaaswasarguedbyKahane,“AkritasandArcita”.
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ologicaldetailsandtheuseofItalianisedformsofGreekpropernamespuzzle
readersregardingtheprofileoftheadapter.70

Bytoday’sstandards,onewouldexpectthatatranslationofBoccaccioought
tohavebeenapainstakinglyfaithfulone:thepoethadbeenenjoyingformi-
dablerenownthroughoutEuropeinthefourteenthandfifteenthcenturies;71
Teseida, in particular, was everywhere in Italy as the sixty-six extant manu-
scriptstestify;72Chaucerregardeditasanauthoritywithwhichheengagedin
his“Knight’sTale”.73Andyet,TheseiddepartedfromtheItaliantextinsome
veryprofoundways.Althoughtheadapterseemstohavefollowedhissource
quiteclosely,hedidnotshyfromaddingsevenstanzasofhisowninvention
(BkI,6,andBkVII,19–25).Hisrenditionofsomeofthemoreelaboratemytho-
logical scenes differed from Boccaccio in that the Greek text reflected the
adapter’sownlevelofeducationandvernacularsensitivities;hemighteven
have absorbed interpretations, which he drew from other sources, such as
ItaliancommentariesonTeseida.74Hefrequentlyinsertedno-senselinepad-
dingwhichaccountsforthediscrepancybetweentheItalianeleven-syllable
linesandhisfifteen-syllables.Heresortedtothevocabulary,tropesandman-
nerismsoflateByzantineromance,suchassomeveryimaginativecompounds
whicharenotalwaysquitethereintheoriginal.75

One fundamental difference between the Italian romance and its Greek
adaptationisthatTheseid vernacularised(thewordismeantinitscultural,not
its linguisticsense)anunusuallysubtlepiecebya learnedpoet.Boccaccio’s
Teseidanegotiatedthefine linebetweentheprivateandthepublicspheres:
thepoet’sintimatefrustrationoverbeingrejectedbyFiammetta,theobjectof
hisdesire,wasprojectedontothetaleofArcite’sandPalemone’stroubledlove
forEmilia.Thatcourtlytalebecame,then,anallegoryofrejectedlove, from
whichthepoethopedtoextractcomfortforhisfuture:asthereversalofthe
Wheel of Fortune separated and brought together those mythical lovers, so
Fiammettawould,intime,Boccacciotrusted,lookathimwithaffection.76In
thebestmedievaltraditions,Boccacciodeferredtotheancientgenreofepic
romance,andthengaveitatwist.

70 SeeOlsen“TheModel”,p.315.
71 Tournoy,Boccaccio in Europe.
72 Agostinelli,“ACatalogueoftheManuscriptsofIl Teseida”.
73 Wallace,Chaucer and the Early Writings of Boccaccio,chaps5,6.
74 Forseveralofthesedigressions,seeFollieri,“Glielementi”.Olsen,“TheModel”,pp.316–18,

speculatedthattheadapterusedanannotatedmanuscriptofTeseida.
75 Forexample,see«γλυκοκερὰ»atl.115.Forthepoint,Cupane,“Δεῦτε,προσκαρτερήσατε”,

pp.151–52andKaklamanis,«ὉΠρόλογος»,pp.122–29.
76 Kaklamanis,«ὉΠρόλογος»,p.115.
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SuchtensionswentovertheheadoftheGreekadapter.Hispictureoflove
wasentirelyinlinewithdemoticconceptionsofardour:genuine,strongly-felt,
touching,butessentiallyheartyanduntroubledbyconsiderationsofgeneric
conflicts.Thisistruebothofthemanuscriptversionandthemorepopularized
chapbook.77

 Florios and Platziaflora

ThestoryofaChristianwomanandaMuslimprincewhofallinloveinchild-
hood,andmarrylaterinlifewasanotherconsummatesuccessallovermedieval
Europe.BesidesFlorios,therearetwoFrenchversions(theolder“aristocratic”
andthenewer“popular”),eachrepresentedbyseveralmanuscriptsdatedfrom
1288 to 1350. Scholars previously thought that this was the initial text, but
recentlyaSpanishchronicle(theCrónicade Flores y Blancaflor)hasbeenpro-
posedasacontender.78ThereareversionsinMiddleEnglish(infourvarying
witnessesderivingdirectlyfromtheFrench);MiddleHighGermanandMiddle
Dutch, as well as an Icelandic saga (which may have been translated from
Spanish).Inaddition,thereisanItaliangroup(whichhasaffinitieswithsome
Spanishvariants,andincludesaTuscanrecensionwhosewitnessisdatedto
c.134379),andGiovanniBoccaccio’sFilocolo(c.1338).Theinfluenceofthestory
remainedstronginlateryears:aSpanishproseromancewaswidelyreadinthe
mid-16thcentury.TheItalianversionsinspiredadramatizedVita(ofthetype
called“sacrerappresentazioni”)ofafictitious“SantaRosana”,whichoffended
the Church enough to include it in the Index librorum prohibitorum in 1661.
JohnKeats’s“TheEveofStAgnes”isanotherrippleaslateas1819.80

Thisconvolutednetofassociationshasbeendebatedsincethe19thcentury.
Whatwecanbeconfidentaboutisthatallromanceversionsfollowthesame
generalstory-line:anorphanChristiangirlisraisedbytheMuslimroyalcouple
ofSpaintogetherwiththeirownson.Thetwochildren loveeachother, the
kingobjectsandtriestoseparatethembysellingthegirlasaslave.Thehero
findsherinacastleinBabylon,theyarecaughtin flagrante,andputontrial.
Thelocalsultandecidestohelpthem,theymarryandreturntoSpain,hecon-
vertstoChristianityandascendstothethrone.

77 For an older comparison between the Italian and the Greek texts, see Schmitt, “La
Thèsèide”.

78 Grieve,Floire and Blancheflor,pp.20–36.
79 SeeCrescini,Il cantare di Fiorio e Biancifiore,p.35.
80 Grieve,Floire and Blancheflor,pp.2–3.
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Andyet,despitetheapparentuniformity,therearetonalvariationswhich
yield very different results in each version. The gamut ranges from secular
romance,withalovestorytingedwithonesuggestiveaccount,toveryupright
religious epic. As was the case with medieval vernacular authors, all Flores/
Floire adapters felt unrestricted by generic limitations. Working within a
uniformstoryline,theytweakeddetails,addedoromittedepisodesandrecali-
bratedemphasis.TheSpanishCrónicaclearlyreferstoSpanishhistory,thetale
wastoldasifitwerehistory,anditwasprobablyreceivedashistory:thereare
lengthy descriptions of the Moorish kingdoms set up in 711 CE when the
SaracensheldSpain.TheCrónica pertainstothechansons de geste,suchasthe
Chanson de Roland,themedievalepicgenrewhichrelatedthewarsbetween
ChristiansandMuslimsoverAl-Andalus.81 IntheolderFrenchversion,thering
whichtheheroinegivesherbelovedisapurelymagicobject,whereasinthe
sixteenth-centurySpanishproseitispartofDivineProvidence,God’splanto
restoreorder.InthetrialsceneoftheEnglishversiontheherostandsoutasan
individualwhoisconspicuouslynaive,whilethesceneintheCrónicareduces
individuality, and is closer to a Fürstenspiegel, a mirror for princes, with the
sultandeferringtohiscourtwhich,inturn,makespoliticaldemandsontheir
ruler.Boccaccio in Filocolo achieveda suspensefulbuild-upwhichcontrasts
sharplywiththethinnerdescriptionsofthetrialinthemajorityoftheother
versions.82

Florioswaswrittenbetweenthelate14thandtheearly15thcenturies.83Part
ofthecharmithasforreaderstodayliesinofferingthemthechancetoappre-
ciatehowtheGreekadaptercreatedavoiceforhimselfbymanoeuvringwithin
thisEuropeannexusofimplications.IfhisexemplarwastheTuscanCantare di 
Fiorio e Biancifiore,ashaslongbeenaccepted,theGreekversionreadslikea
freeadaptationandcertainlynotaremotelyfaithfultranslation.84Although
therearelinesinthesourcewhichwererenderedaccurately,theadapterfor
the most part paraphrased the original 1,104 lines (138 ottave rime) into his
1,795.85Hefeltfreetodropentirestanzas(forinstance,st.1,theaddresstothe
reader), or lines (the formulaic50.2 “sì comeconta ’l libro della storia”).On

81 SeefurtherKinoshita,“IntheBeginningwastheRoad.
82 Foranoverviewoftheversions,seeGrieve,Floire and Blancheflor,pp.27,76–7,79–80,

82–3.
83 SeeKriaras,Βυζαντινὰ ἱπποτικὰ μυθιστορήματα,p.139.
84 For the derivation of Florios from the Tuscan Cantare, see Kriaras, Βυζαντινὰ ἱπποτικὰ 

μυθιστορήματα,p.136and,morerecently,Cupane,Romanzi cavallereschi bizantini,p.447.
85 Compare for example, 91.7, “in fuoco, nè in aqua, nè in bataglia” with l. 1177, «οὐδὲ εἰς

ἰστίαν,οὐδὲεἰςνερόν,ἀλλ’οὐδὲἀπὸξίφος.»AllquotationsfromtheTuscantextfromCres-
cini(ed.),Il cantare di Fiorio e Biancifiore.AnEditionofFlorios, is inCupane,Romanzi 
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otheroccasions,heexpanded:forinstance,Platziaflora’slamentinslaveryis
muchmoreamplifiedthanBiancifiore’s(comparell.991–1040withst.73).He
tinkeredwiththepitch(the,uncalled-for,“laputana”[46.7],saidofBiancifiore,
wasreplacedwiththeseemly«ἡκόρη»,l.632).Theadapterindulgedinexpand-
ingthesensualityofhissource(comparell.787–854withst.58–61).

Themajorchanges introducedinFlorioscoherearoundthreeissues.One
is the tension between the courtly and the demotic. Florios is a vernacular
romancewithaconsciousnessoftheethosofthefeudalaristocracyasithad
beenrepresentedinthegreatWesternromancesofchivalryofthetwelfthcen-
tury.Itshowedasharpawarenessoftheknightedclassandsomeofitsduties
(ll.621–6,and1382,«Καὶἂνεἶσαικαβαλλάριοςἐκτῶνκαβαλλαρίων»).Ιtwascon-
versantwiththepoliticaldemandsonthefeudalmonarchtodeliverjustice(ll.
1675–7).Itcapturedthecivilisedbehaviourofacourttoanoutsidechallenger
(ll.609–15). It relished theportrayalof “a trialbycombat”whichwasalsoa
joustà l’outrance(todeath),astandardchivalrictheme(ll.667–706).

ItisinterestinghoweverthattheFlorios adapterrenderedtheesoterichigh
cultureofthecourtbyfallingbackonthedemoticGreektraditionofhistime.
Heusedcolloquialisms(l.248),andemployedexpressionswhicheventually
foundtheirwaytodemoticpoetry(seeespeciallyll.382–3and1006).Besides
thevernacular language,herevertedtotraditionalGreek literarymodes.An
ekphrasis physiognomiki,atypifieddescriptionoriginatinginByzantinerheto-
ric,describedtheheroine’smother,towhichthereisnoanalogueintheItalian
text(ll.5–9).Theadapterthoughtupsomeofthemostextravagantcompounds
inMedievalGreek(ll.78,79,121,191–4,790).Instructiontoyoungmenasthey
leavehomeappearsfromChrétiendeTroyesandMalorytoShakespeare:86but
itcouldbesupposedthatFlorioswasmoredirectlyinfluencedbythehortatory
speechesinSpaneas(twelfthcentury)87orMarinosFalieros,Logoi didaktikoi
(post-1421) when it spread out almost fivefold st. 90 of the Cantare (see ll.
1111–48).

TheseconddifferenceintroducedbyFloriosisthat,unlikeotherEuropean
versions,includingtheCantare,itsadapterwasnotparticularlyinterestedin
religion.True, the story is based on the sharp distinction between the good
ChristianparentsofPlatziaflora,andthehorribleMuslimparentsofFlorios.It

cavallereschi bizantini,pp.445–565,where the ItalianandtheGreekversionsare thor-
oughlycompared.

86 SeeCooper,“GoodAdviceonLeavingHomeintheRomances”,pp.101–21.
87 Constantinou,“RetellingtheTale”,p.237offeredthemostrecentcommentsonthecon-

nectionbetweenSpaneas,Florios andthetraditionofadvicetoyoungpeopleinByzan-
tineliterature.
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isalsotruethattheromanceopensbyassimilatingfeaturesfromSaints’Lives
(suchasthegenealogicpreamble)andthatMuslimsareoccasionallydispar-
aged.ButreligionplaysnovitalpartinFlorios.TheMuslimkingdidnotobject
toPlatziaflora’sChristianity–incontrasttotheOldFrenchversion.Floriosdid
notconvertbeforetheymarried.HisfinalconversionbackinSpainisatrivial
factorasfarastheplotisconcernedasopposedtotheSpanishproseromance
inwhichitwasaconditionforBlancaflor’sacceptanceofFlores’sproposal.88
Platziafloradidprayforthehero’ssafetywhenhepreparedforbattle(ll.693–
701)butherprayerhasnoreligiouswarmth,andreadslikeawell-wornmotif.
Asamatteroffact,theGreekadapter’sprimaryinterventiontothereligionof
theTuscansourcewastodropst.82inwhichtheMuslimkingcouldhardly
havegivenhissonamoreunequivocalpieceofhismind:youdon’twantthat
deadChristian,IwillfindyouaniceMuslimgirl.

ReligiousdetachmentremovesFlorios fromthemoralising,didactic,anti-
Muslim religious epics, which were rife in the vernacular production of the
laterMiddleAgesinWesternEurope,andgivesitaplacenearerthegenreof
historicalromance:itactuallytellsthestoryofaMoorishkinginSpainwho
crossed over. After all, around the 14th century, History, which had given so
muchtoRomance,was taking itsdueback,andthe limitsbetweenthetwo
werefrequentlyblurred.

Readers of Florios continue to debate whether l. 1794, «εἰς πίστιν τὴν
καθολικὴνῬωμαίωνὀρθοδόξων»(whichadaptedst.138.5–6“tornare/alafede
catolicaechristiana”)hints“GreekOrthodox”or“Catholic”.Thereligiousnon-
partisanshipandthehistoricalcharacteroftheromancewouldhelpexplain
that it was beyond the interests of the adapter to make too fine theological
issuessuchasdogmaticnomenclature.Hewastellingayarnaboutwhathe
thought had been a real Moorish prince who had actually converted to
ChristianityinSpain.Theadaptercasuallyinterpreted“fede”as«ὀρθοδόξων»,
whichclearlymeantuntilatleastthe16thcentury,asitdoesnotnow,“theright
faith,Christianityingeneral.”89Itdidnotmattertohimtotakethedistinction
anyfurther.90

ThethirddigressionofFloriosfromitsWesternanaloguesisthefactthatit
inventedacentralherothatradicallydivergedfromthetypehewassupposed
toconformto.Althoughheisafiercewarrior,heisnotquiteaknight:hisrage
against royal authority quite disqualifies him (see ll. 732–3). Although he is
undaunted by his father, and becomes Emperor of Rome (ll. 1795–1795b),

88 Grieve,Floire and Blancheflor,p.78.
89 ComparetherhymedImperios,l.724,where«ὀρθοδοξιὰ»hasthesamesense.
90 Kriaras,Βυζαντινὰ ἱπποτικὰ μυθιστορήματα,p.138tookasimilarposition.
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Florios remains low-key: he is not shown to excel at school, and stays com-
pletely silent at the trial that decides the couple’s fate in Babylon.91 One is
temptedtoconsider thecontributionof Florios to thedevelopmentof indi-
vidualcharactersinGreekromance,asitsherowasmouldedbytheshifting
palimpsestofWesternbackgrounds.

 Imperios and Margarona92

Byanystandards,Imperios and Margaronawasanextraordinarysuccess.There
exist today five manuscripts which carry the earlier, unrhymed version, and
another whopping 16 printed editions with the rhymed variation which is
basedontheunrhymedversion.Thesecirculatedfrom1543toatleast1806.In
effect,Imperioswasindemandforover300years.

Theoldestmanuscript(theonenowkeptinNaples)ispositivelydatedto
the 16th century, but its story has an older whiff, and could be conceivably
assigned to the fifteenth.The striking compounds that emerged in the 12th
centuryandwereattheirmostexuberantinthe14thand15thcenturiesseem
settledinImperios,andtherearesometypicallymedievalforms.93Theadapter
isnotbeyondseriousmistakes,butcandeliveranablelinetooasat300,«τοῦτο
ποθῶ,παρακαλῶ,βούλομαι,ἀγαπῶτο».

TheideaissometimesmootedthatImperioswascomposedintheFrankish
Peloponnese.There are indeed modest indications of familiarity with some
Frenchvocabulary,butother linguisticevidencepointsfurthertothesouth,
south-easternAegean(forexample,N734and838,«χερνᾶ»for«γυρνᾶ»).The
printedrimadaappearstohavesomeCretanconnections.

OneofthereasonswhythestudyofImperiosisfiercelyinterestingtodayis
thatitreflectstheexceptionalrichnessoflatemedievalliteratureinamalgam-
ating various sources within the same work. The French romance Pierre de 
Provence et la belle MagueloneisoftenquotedastheexemplarofImperios.In
truth,Pierre is theclosestwehavetoananalogue.AnItalianpoem,namely

91 Seel.169:theyoungboydeclaresthathewillobeyhisfatherprovidedthatthecommand
isfair.Forthemotifofanearlyconflictwiththefatherasasignofextraordinarycapaci-
tiesonthepartofthechild,seeYiavis,Imperios,commentsonll.167–8.

92 AllreferencesandbibliographyinthissectionaretakenfromYiavis,Imperios and Marga-
rona.

93 For examples of such compounds, see N33, «φεγγαροπρόσωπη, ἀγγελομουσουδάτη» and
N81, «καμαροεγερμένα» [brows]. Beaton, The Medieval Greek Romance, p. 93 correctly
identifiedthecareerofthecompounds.ForoneexampleofByzantinemorphology,see
Ν591,«μαλίτζια».
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variantsofAretefila,SabadinodegliArienti’sPorretanoor,especially,Ottinelo e 
Giulia, all dated from 1480 until 1560, may as well have intervened at some
stage.

In itself the archetypical Pierre is far from being a typically “static” text:
scholarshipnowadaysacceptsthattheFrenchromancemusthaveabsorbed
elements fromJeanRenart’sEscouffle (writtenprior to 1202)andtheanony-
mousGermanDer Busant(possiblyantedatingEscouffle).Alargenumberof
ItalianismsinonecentralversionofPierremakeonesuspectanItalianorigin,
andonecolophonline(“cettehistoireécritedanscettelangueenl’an1453”)
mightsuggestthatitwastranslatedintoFrench,or,alternatively,thatitwas
adapted from a French variant to another, and then translated into other
languages.

Tocomplicatematters,twokeyepisodes–abirdsnatchinganamulet,and
theheroconcealinghistreasureinbarrels–aresharedwithonespecificstory
intheArabian Nights,andresearcherssometimesthoughtthatthatwasthe
ultimatesourceofPierreand,consequently,Imperios.Butinanyotherrespect
the two European texts could hardly be more different to the Arabic story.
Rather, one is made aware of a surprisingly large amount of motifs shared
amongtheArabic,PersianandEuropeantraditions,whichmusthavebeenin
continuousexchange,andwhicheventuallyfoundtheirwaytoImperios.

It ispossibletoascertainthemodus operandioftheGreekadapter.Pierre
was stunningly popular. There were at least three hundred versions in all
European languages, the story was engrossing: the fabulous young prince
clasheswithhisfather,leaveshome,earnsreputeabroad,winstheunattain-
ablelady,theyseparate,theymeetagainafteradventures,andtheyreuniteto
become king and queen and live a long life together. The Imperios adapter
musthavebeenexposedtoonevariantoranother,andmanyoftheplotcom-
ponentsmusthave inevitablyrungfamiliartohisreadingdiet,Westernand
Eastern.Whateverhisactualsource,theadapterretainedthestory-frame(best
recognizabletousinPierre),intowhichheinserteddozensofGreekelements
whichcamedowntohimeither throughreadingororally: thereareechoes
fromHomerandancientdrama,paraeneses,Byzantineconventions,legends,
snippetsfromfolkpoetry.TheliteraryawarenessofImperiosisfarricherthan
Pierre’s.

Alltheseingredientswerefurtheraugmentedbythelaterrhymester,who,in
addition, created a more prominent space for the heroine – a gesture that
acknowledgedthevastlygreaternumberofwomenreadersmadepossibleby
themassiveproductionoftheVenetianchapbooks.

Imperiosinbothitsversionsevolvesaconceptualvocabularywhichantici-
pates the transition from the medieval courtly proper to a more demotic
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culture. Pierre was not a courtly romance, it was a composite romance, the
genrewhichreset thearistocratic stories forbroaderaudiences. Itabsorbed
somecourtlystaples:theheroisgalvanizedbyhislovefortheunapproachable
ladywhomhehasnevermet,heearnspraiseinjousting,theprincessinsists
thatheprovehisnobilitybeforesheacceptshislove.Nevertheless,theconcern
of the anonymous French romancer was with firing up the imagination of
readerswhomayneverhavehadthechancetospeaktoaknight–notwith
articulatingthevaluesofcourtlylife.

Imperios continues this process of vernacularisation: all mannerisms of
knighthood,whichhadbeenstiltedinPierre,wereexcisedintheGreekver-
sions.Sowereonerisquésceneandtheubiquitousreligioussentimentofthe
Frenchanalogue.(ThedemandsonloversandChristiansaremutuallyprob-
lematizedincourtlyromances).Imperiosalsomadeitsmajorcharactersmore
down-to-earthreal:theheroisnotafledglingpatricianwarrioreagertoprove
hisknightlyprowessbutayoungmanwhothinksheisstifledbyhisfather.The
heroineismuchlessaprincessandmoreayoungwomaninlove.94

Farfrombeinginsular,theGreekadaptationisalignedwithsomecentral
developmentsinEuropeanfiction.First,thetuckawayfromthecourtlyand
towards the demotic is consistent with the stream of popular romances
throughout Europe which were devoured in the sixteenth century by urban
readerswhoreinvestedtheancientfigureofamountedwarrior,formerlyan
exclusiveshowofroyalcourts,withthesymbolismofpersonalsuccess.

Second,theexplorationofthecentralcharacterinImperiosstronglyresem-
blesatypeoffictionalizedSaints’Liveswhichwereextremelyfashionablein
thelaterMiddleAges.ThethirdnodistotheItaliannovellaanditsdevelop-
mentinthelate15thandearly16thcenturies:Imperios’scapacitytocombine
widely divergent material, and its brisk pace have an immediate parallel to
thatgenre.

In the 18th century, Imperios was so omnipresent that the story was con-
sidered historically accurate. Kaisarios Dapontes (1713–84), a respectable
poetaster,earnestlythoughtthattheeponymouscouplehadfoundedDafní,a
renownedmonasteryoutsideAthens.95Theobvioussimilaritieswithtwofolk
talescollectedinthe19thcentury(oneinAthens,theotherinCrete)attestthat
therhymedImperiosbecamepartofthefolktraditionsometimebetweenthe
16thandthe18thcenturies.

94 Onsuchnoncourtlyfeatures,seeYiavis,“Sonear,yetsofar”.
95 OnthisseeBees,Der französisch-mittelgriechische Ritteroman,pp.51–69.
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Chapter6

A Hero Without Borders: 1 Alexander the Great in 
Ancient, Byzantine and Modern Greek Tradition

Ulrich Moennig

Θεόντεἔχωνσυνεργὸν/withGod’ssupport
Digenes Akrites,GIV30

⸪
AlexandertheGreatisoneofthemostfamousfiguresofWorldLiterature.His
life and deeds instigated numerous works of narrative literature. In what
follows I will deal with the Greek versions of the Life of Alexander, ancient,
Byzantineandmodern,themainfocuslyingontheByzantineones.

A Ancient Tradition

We know that the original Life of Alexander was composed in Alexandria.1
Mostscholarsargueinfavourofadateofcompositioninthe2nd/3rdcentury
AD.2ObviouslytheepisodeofAlexander’sextramaritalconceptionfromthe
former Egyptian Pharaoh Nectanabo served to legitimize the rule of the
Ptolemaioiinpre-RomanAlexandria.3TheLife of Alexanderwascomposedon
thebasisofanumberofsources.4Fordecades itwasaconcernofClassical
philologiststoreconstructtheAncientGreek text,whichisnotpreserved,from
itsmedievalderivatives.5Theirsuppositionwasthatareconstructionof the
Life of Alexander would provide information about versions concerning
AlexandercirculatingintheHellenisticcenturies,inasmuchastheauthorof

1 Merkelbach/Trumpf,Die Quellen,p.91.
2 FortheoldestwitnessseeTrumpf,“Pap.Berol.21266”.
3 Merkelbach/Trumpf,Die Quellen,p.79.
4 DetailedanalysisbyMerkelbach/Trumpf,Die Quellen;aconvenientconspectusprovidedin

vanThiel,Leben und Taten,pp.XIII–XXIX.
5 AsummaryinvanThiel,Leben und Taten,pp.XXXVI–XXXIX.

© KoninklijkeBrillNV,Leiden,2016 | doi10.1163/9789004307728_008
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theLife of Alexander knewthemandusedthemassourcesforhisowntext.6
These efforts culminated in Merkelbach’s Die Quellen des griechischen 
Alexanderromansof1954,whilethesecondedition,towhichTrumpfcontrib-
utedsubstantially(1977),openedanavenueforfocussingontheoriginalityof
theyoungerversions.

Thebestwitnessoftheoriginaltext(recensionα*)isreferredtowiththe
siglum A and is preserved in one single manuscript, the Parisinus graecus
1711.7Themanuscriptdatestothe11thcentury.WhiletheLife of Alexander was
considerablyalteredintheyoungerGreek(Byzantine)versions,evidencefor
elementsoftheoriginaltextispreservedinanumberoftranslations,based
either on recension α* (the translation of Iulius Valerius into Latin, Val.; a
translation into Armenian, Arm.),8 or on a now lost recension δ*, which
servedasamodelforbothatranslationintoLatinbyLeoArchipresbyter(10th
century)9 and a Syriac text.10 Three younger Greek versions of the Life of 
Alexander (which will be discussed in subsequent sections of this chapter)
are believed to derive from manuscripts which go back—at least in certain
parts—totheolder tradition:a late-Byzantine Alexander Poemdating to the
year1388,11alate-Byzantineorpost-Byzantineproseversionpartlypreserved
inanOxonianmanuscript(whichispartlyatranslationintoaregisterofGreek
withelementsof thevernacular)12anda15th/16thcenturypoeminrhymed
vernacularverses(Rimada)whichcirculatedinVenetianimprints from1529
untiltheearly19thcentury,atleast.13

6 Important stages in this branch of classical scholarship were: Müller, Ps.-Callisthenes;
Zacher, Pseudocallisthenes; Ausfeld, Der griechische Alexanderroman; studies by Pfister,
e.g. Eine jüdische Gründungsgeschichte Alexandrias; Merkelbach/Trumpf, Die Quellen.
The purpose of Stoneman in his numerous studies obviously lies in providing an easy
access to “strange” texts rather than in shedding light on details, which might have
remainedunrevealed.

7 Kroll,Historia Alexandri Magni.
8 Iulius Valerius, Res gestae Alexandri Macedonis, ed. Rosellini. Translation into French:

Callu,Roman d’Alexandre.AtranslationoftheArmeniantextintoEnglish:Wolohojian,
The Romance of Alexander the Great.

9 Pfister,Der Alexanderroman des Archipresbyters Leo.
10 TranslationintoEnglish:Budge,The History of Alexander the Great;seethechapterbyF.

DoufikarAertsinthepresentvolume.
11 Onitsrelationtotheoldertradition:Aerts,The Byzantine Alexander Poem, p.26:“botha

β-versionandanA(a)-version”.
12 OnthismanuscriptseeHolton,The Tale of Alexander,pp.33–37.
13 “…theRimada wasmorecloselyrelatedtotheα thantotheβtradition,andprobably

dates back to a version intermediate between α and β which is closely related to the
modeloftheArmeniantranslation”,Holton,The Tale of Alexander,p.37.
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TheLife of Alexander istraditionallyreferredtoas“Pseudo-Callisthenes”or
asAlexander romance.“Pseudo-Callisthenes”wasestablishedintheeditionof
a manuscript belonging to the younger recension β by Müller. Some manu-
scripts of this recension β name the ancient historian Callisthenes as the
authoroftheLife of Alexander.14Thereisnostudy,tothebestofmyknowl-
edge, of how the convenient, but misleading title Alexander romance came
intobeing.IsupposethatitwasestablishedwithreferencetowesternEuropean
tales about Alexander written in romance vernaculars such as the Roman 
d’Alexandreandthatitdenotesthevernacularstyleratherthanthefictional
mode of composition. Anyway, there are no hints within the texts about
Alexander or comments of contemporary readers indicating that they were
perceivedasrelatedtothegenreofromancesorevenasfiction.Inmanyofthe
Greekmanuscripts,mostofthemdatingtotheByzantinecenturies,thegener-
icallyrelevantnounΒίος(i.e.“Life”)appears.“Bios”was,needlesstosay,agenre
whichmadeuseoffictionalmodesofwritingwithoutbeingperceivedasfic-
tion;itrepresentsanearlierstageintheevolvementofbiography.15

ThestructureoftheoriginalLife of Alexander wasanalysedbyMerkelbach
inhisclassicstudy;innumberingbooksandchaptersMerkelbachfollowsthe
editionofKroll.Itbecomesobviousthattheauthorofrecensionα*perceived
theworldfromapointofviewsouthoftheMediterranean.16

AccordingtoMerkelbach’sanalysis(whichisbasedontheeditionsofGreek
texts in the tradition of Müller [1846]), the Life of Alexander is organized in
threebooks.Thedifficultyingivingasummaryliesbothintheinconsistency
ofα*andinitsdefectivetransmission.Thefirstofthethreebooksstartsfrom
thestoryofhowNectanebodeceivedOlympiasandhowAlexanderwasborn
[I 1–12]. Then follow: Alexander’s physis and nurture [I 13]; the story of
Nectanebo’sdeath[I14];propheciesaboutAlexander’sfuturereignandimpe-
rium [I 15]; Alexander and Aristotle [I 16]; the taming of Bucephalos [I 17];
Alexander’s participation in the Olympic Games [I 18–19]; Philip repudiates
OlympiasandAlexanderreconcilesthem[I20–22];firstmartialdeeds[I23];
Philip’sdeath[I24];AlexanderannounceswaragainstPersia[I25];departure
from Macedonia and first hostilities [I 26–30]; Alexander builds Alexandria
andstaysforawhileinEgypt[I31–34];Alexanderheadsnortheast[I35];he
receivesaletterfromDarius[I36];Alexandercalmshistroops[I37];Alexander
writesalettertoDarius[I38];Dariuswritesletterstohissatraps[I39]anda
secondonetoAlexander[I40];Alexanderfallsill;battleofIssus[I41];letters

14 Jouanno,Naissance et métamorphoses,p.288.
15 OnthetopicseeHägg,The art of biography in antiquity,pp.1–9.
16 cf.Merkelbach/Trumpf,Die Quellen,p.16.
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[I42(a)];movementtowardsAsiaMinor[I42(b)];movementsinthenorth-
east of the Mediterranean [I 43–44]; Alexander in Delphi [I 45]; Thebes
[I46–47].ThesecondbookstartswithaprophecyinPlataea[II1]andends
withaprophecyaboutAlexander’searlydeath[II44]; it isthesecondbook
which deals with Alexander’s great praxeis (deeds), which made him the
world’s sole emperor: Alexander writes a letter to the Athenians [II 1] and
receivesananswer[II2];mediationbetweenAlexanderandtheAtheniansby
Demosthenes [II 3–4]; exchange of letters between Alexander and the
Athenians [II 5]; Alexander and the Lacedaemonians [II 6]; again: battle of
Issus[II7];AlexanderandthephysicianPhilippos[II8];Alexandercrossesthe
Euphrates[II9];AlexanderandaPersiandissident[II10];lettertothesatraps
inAsiaMinor[II11];aletterofDariustoPorus[II12];Alexander’svisitincog-
nito to Darius [II 13–15]; preparation for a battle (Arbela) [II 16]; a letter of
DariustoAlexander,thereactionoftheMacedonians[II17];Alexandervisits
Persiangraves[II18];letterofDariustoPorus[II19];Darius’defeatanddeath
[II 20]; burial of Darius and punishment of his assassins [II 21]; Alexander
makespreparationsforleavingPersia[II22].Theremainingpartofthesecond
bookisquiteunclearastoitsoriginalnarrativecontent.Indifferentversionsof
theLife of Alexander differentlettersarepreserved,inwhichAlexandertells
abouthisjourneytotheeasternendoftheworld;ananalogousletterismiss-
ing from manuscript A and Iulius Valerius, but not from the Armenian
translation.ThethirdbookstartsfromthebattlesinIndiaandAlexander’svic-
toryoverPorus[III1–4];thenfollow:Alexander’svisittotheGymnosophists
[III5–16];Alexander’slettertoAristotleaboutamiraculouseventinIndia[III
17,1–8]andanotherletteraboutmirabilia oftheeast[III17,9–42];thestory
about Candace, queen of Meroe, and Alexander’s visit incognito to her [III
18–24];Alexander’s“encounter”withtheAmazons[III25–26(a)];anepisode
aboutdifficultiesinIndia[III26(b)];Aristotle’slettertoAlexander[III26(c)];
thereturnoftheMacedonianstoBabylon[III26(d)];aletterofAlexanderto
Olympiasaboutmarvellousthingsintheeast[III27–28];thenarrativeabout
Alexander’slastdaysanddeathandthetransferofhisdeadbodytoAlexandria
[III30–34];anepilogue[III35].17

17 Merkelbach/Trumpf,Die Quellen,pp.108–55;Häggattainedtocreatenarrativecoherence
givingasummaryofα*inHägg,The art of biography,Cambridge2012,pp.119–34.
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B Byzantine Tradition

AsHäggstates,biographiesare“ephemeral”;oftentheyarereplacedbynew
ones,whencircumstanceschangeandanewneedarises.18TheLife of Alexander
inthecourseofmanycenturies(morethanamillennium)wastranslatedand
substantiallyreworkedorevenrewritten.19Which“needs”causedthesepro-
cesses?Whatleadtotheresult,thatAlexanderwascontinuouslyinthefocus
of interest,andwhichwere the reasons,why thestoryofhis lifewas retold
againandagain?

TheLife of Alexander isanancienttext,butitsreceptionisaByzantinephe-
nomenon—or,withrespecttoitswidedistribution:aphenomenonofmono-
theisticmedievalcultures.20Thisisrelatedtothefactthatthereisreferenceto
Alexander intheOldTestamentandthisatcrucialpoints.Thisreferenceto
AlexanderintheOldTestamentgainsimportanceinparalleltothemodelof
world history based, until the first coming of the Lord, on biblical sources.
Amajorfeatureofthisinterpretationofhistoryoftheworldwasits“narrative
organisation” in the scheme of a series of four empires—the empire of the
Macedoniansbeingthethirdandthefourthbeingtheexistingone(theRoman
Empire).ThisschemeisbasedontheBookofDaniel;itfunctionsasamajor
criterioninorganizingthenarrativematerialintheByzantineworldchroni-
cles.AlexanderandhisEmpireholdaconstantpositioninthebasicnarrative
oftheworldchronicles.Thenumerous,althoughnotalwaysexplicit,intertex-
tualreferencestotheBookofDanielprovethattheLife of Alexanderprovided
narrativecontenttoashortpropheticpassageintheOldTestament—acon-
tentwhichgavenarrativesupporttotheByzantines’claimtoRomanness.This
isone“need”.

Alexanderconqueredthewholeworld;accordingtotheFirstBookofthe
Maccabees“[he]wentthroughtotheendsoftheearth”(διῆλθενἕωςἄκρωντῆς
γῆς).Thus,nexttohistory,cosmography(basedonakindofChristiangeogra-
phy)becameamajortopicintheByzantineversionsofthestoryofAlexander’s
life.ItisnotbychancethatByzantineversionsoftheLife of Alexanderandthe
Life of Makarios the Roman (actually the story about three monks who visit
Makarios,whoislivingtwentymiles’distancefromtheearthlyParadise)are
relatedbyintertextuality.Thisisasecond“need”.

Itwaspartofthetraditionalimperialpropagandatocompareemperorsto
Alexander.Alexander,especiallyinrecensionsεandζ*(onwhichseebelow,

18 Hägg,The art of biography,p.2.
19 Ross,Alexander historiatus,mayserveasanexcellentguidetothewidespreadtradition.
20 SeealsothechapterbyF.Doufikar-Aertsinthepresentvolumepp.190–209.
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pp.165–70),ispresentedastheidealemperor.NospecificByzantinerecension
oftheLife of Alexanderorsinglemanuscript,withtheexceptionoftheillus-
tratedcodexgraecus5oftheVeniceHellenicInstitute,haseverbeenlinkedto
aspecificemperor,butstillitishighlypossiblethatcourtlypropagandaseveral
timesencouragedthedisseminationofthetextorofasingleversion.Anyhow,
whatmadetheancienttextcompatibletotheChristianMiddleAgesarethe
ideaofpredestination,whichisstronglypresentintheLife of Alexander,and
thatof kosmokrator (“SoleEmperorof theUniverse”). Be thatas itmay, the
ByzantineLives of Alexanderareoriginalpiecesofliteratureandtheydeserve
tobestudiedassuch.21

Whethertheso-calledrecensionβ(ed.Bergson)datestolateAntiquityorto
Byzantium is as open a question as when did Antiquity end and when did
Byzantiumbegin.22Anyhow,itisclearthattheauthorofβrewrotetheLife of 
Alexander introducing a perspective on the world from north of the
Mediterranean, a fact which becomes obvious from the way he describes
Alexander’s movements from Macedonia to the eastern end of the world.
Jouannodiagnosedthefollowingcriteriafortherewriting:theauthorrewrote
thetextfromaGreekperspective;hecreatedahomogeneousandmorereader-
friendlytext;heeliminatedpaganelementsorreplacedthemwithChristian
ones;hegavemoreemphasistotheencomiasticaspectsoftheLife of Alexander
(thisisinkeepingwiththeByzantinedevelopmentofbiographyandwiththe
useofAlexanderinimperialrhetoric/propaganda);hecorrectedanumberof
historicaldeficienciesofhismodel)andheincreasedthenumberofmiracu-
lous elements.23 From a Byzantine point of view, recension β is the most
important text; it was highly influential, opening the way for the Life of 
AlexandertoenteraChristianworld,takingadvantageofthestory’scompati-
bilitywithaChristianwayofapproachingtheworldanditshistory.Recension
βistheversionwhichispreservedinthehighestnumberofByzantinemanu-
scripts. It served as a basis for new recensions, such as the late-Byzantine λ
(whichisnotverywellstudied)andthemiddle-Byzantineε(whichmightalso
bebasedonaversioncloserrelatedtoα*).

21 ScholarswhostudiedtheByzantineLives of Alexanderas(Byzantine)textsintheirown
rightare:Gleixner;Trumpf;Moennig;Jouanno;Aerts.Asmallernumberofmonographs,
whicharerelevantforByzantinetexts,approachthephenomenonofAlexanderliterature
fromtheperspectiveof(early)ModernGreekstudies:Veloudis;Holton,Moennig.

22 Jouanno,Naissance et métamorphoses,p.247,acceptsthedatingtothe5th century.
23 Jouanno,Naissance et métamorphoses,pp.247–303(quotes:pp.248,249,250,251,254,258,

261,265,266).
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AccordingtoJouanno,recensionλischaracterizedbyalackofdefinedcon-
tours.24 Obviously it was not a complete rewriting (that is why Helmut van
Thieleditsonlypartsofthetextinhisdissertationandlabelsita“sub-recen-
sion”),whichtookplacesomeunspecifiedtimeaftertheearly8thcentury.25
Thishastodowiththenewlyintroducedepisodeaboutthe“enclosureofthe
UncleanNationsGogandMagog”byAlexander;theUncleanNationsgoback
to the Book of Ezekiel and became, through the Revelations of Pseudo-
Methodios(ofSyriacorigin,Greektranslationdatingtotheearly8thcentury),26
anelementwithinByzantineeschatology:GogandMagogwillbefreedonthe
arrival of the Antichrist. The fact that the episode evolved into a standard
chapter in the Byzantine Lives of Alexander indicates that Alexander had
become part of Byzantine eschatology.27 Recension λ is, compared to β,
enriched in various aspects: apophthegmata (sayings) are incorporated into
thetext,anddetailsabouttheaoiketos(ἀοίκητος,theunexploredanduninhab-
itable parts of the world next to the earthly Paradise) are added: all these
elementsindicatetheongoingprocessofanarrativeintegrationofAlexander
intoaChristianworld.

Recensionε(ed.Trumpf)isthefirstLife of Alexanderwhichisfullyassimi-
lated to the Byzantine, Christian perception of the world, its history, its
geographyanditsruleaccordinglytoGod’swill;εisfullyChristianized,itspro-
tagonistconfesseshisfaithtotheGodoftheOldTestament.28Comparedto
recensionsα*andβitisfundamentallyreorganizedanddoesnotpreserveany-
thingofthetripartitestructureoftheolderrecensions.Thefollowingsummary
servestoillustratethis:

Nectenabo (sic in ε) was very strong in astronomy; he foresaw his future
defeatandleftEgypt[1].NectenabocomestoMacedonia;hedeceivesOlympias
and becomes Alexander’s father [2]. Alexander’s nature reveals his bright
futurefromhisearlychildhood[3].ThechildAlexandertamesBucephalos[4].
AlexandergainsvictoryintheOlympicGamesinRome[5].WhileAlexanderis
absent,PhilipleaveshiswifeOlympias;Alexanderpreventshimfrommarry-
inganotherwomanandiscrownedco-emperor[6].YoungAlexanderdefeats
theSkythians[7].AnaxarchoskillsPhilip inanattempttoabductOlympias

24 Jouanno,Naissance et métamorphoses,p.305;heranalysisonpp.305–38,includingnotes.
25 vanThiel, Die Rezension λ des Pseudo-Kallisthenes; vanThiel, Leben und Taten, p. XLVI;

aneweditioninpreparationbyCaterinaFranchi.
26 SeeonthistopicthechapterbyF.Doufikar-Aertsinthisvolume.
27 OnByzantineeschatologyseePodskalsky,Byzantinische Reichseschatologie.
28 Basicbibliographyonε:TrumpfinMerkelbach/Trumpf,Die Quellen,p.206–08;Moennig,

Die spätbyzantinische Rezension *ζ, pp. 109–36; Jouanno, Naissance et métamorphoses,
pp.339–440.
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[8]. Alexander is crowned the new basileus of Macedonia [9]. Letters are
exchangedbetweenAlexanderandDarius[10].TheMacedoniansstarttheir
campaign towards the west; Alexander conquers Thessalonica [11]. Then,
Alexander moves against Athens [12]. From Athens Alexander moves west-
wardsandconquersRome;hevisitsthe(uninhabitable)westernedgeofthe
world and the Okeanos [13]. By ship he moves to the southeast of the
Mediterranean; his generals and he himself found various cities which are
namedafterthem;intheTroadhevisitsthegravesofHectorandAchilles[14].
Fromhere,hestartshiscampaignagainstDarius; lettersareexchanged; the
Macedonians cross the Euphrates; Alexander orders the Macedonians to
destroy the bridges; first battle between the Macedonians and the Persians
[15]. Alexander visits Darius incognito [16]. Second battle between the
Macedonians and the Persians [17]. Third battle between the Macedonians
andthePersians;Dariusfleesandisassassinatedbytwoofhisgenerals[18].
Alexander sends a (first) report to Olympias and Aristotle [19]. Alexander
movestowardsEgyptandenteringthelandoftheJewsheisimpressedbytheir
priests, who explain to him their religion; he promises the God of the Old
TestamentwillalsobehisGod[20].Alexanderfallsillandiscuredbythephy-
sician Philippos [21]. Alexander arrives in Egypt, the home of his father
Nectenabo.TheEgyptiansaretoldbygodApollontosubmittoAlexander;they
accept him as the legitimate successor of the last Pharaoh [22]. Alexander
enterstheircapitalandNectenabo’spalace,whereheiscrownedbythepha-
raoh’s statue [23]. Alexander rebuilds the capital and names it Alexandria;
thereherejectsallpaganGodsandproclaimsMonotheism;thissoleGodwill
beworshippedwiththe“Trisagion”[24].Alexandermovestowardstheaoike-
tos,wherehefightsmonstersandseesmiraculousthings;hecrossestheriver
ammorrous(withflowingsand)[25].Beyondthisriverofsandhecomestoa
place inhabited by small people [26]. In the aoiketos, he finds a column of
Sesonchosis,whodiedatthisveryplace[27].TheMacedonians,again, fight
monsters[28].Easter,AlexanderfindscolumnsreminiscentofHeraclesand
Semiramis[29].AlexandermeetstheGymnosophists[30].Alexandervisitsthe
IslandoftheBlessed[31].AlexandervisitstheLandofDarkness[32].Alexander
loses the source of immortality [33]. Alexander writes another report to
OlympiasandtoAristotleabouthisadventures[34].TheMacedoniansstart
their campaign against India [35]. There is an exchange of letters between
Alexander and Porus [36]. Alexander kills Porus in a duel [37]. There is an
exchangeof lettersbetweenAlexanderandtheAmazons[38].IntheNorth,
AlexanderenclosestheUncleanNations[39].AlexandermeetsCandaules,the
son of Candace; Candaules believes that he is meeting Antiochos [40].
Alexander alias Antiochos helps Candaules against Euagrides; Candaules
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invites Alexander alias Antiochos to Candace’s court [41]. On their way,
Alexander enters the cave were the former Gods are waiting for the Last
Judgment;Sesonchosissays:“itisgiventoyoubyProvidencetoseeeverything
which is hidden” [42]. Alexander in Candace’s palace; Candace reveals
Alexander’srealidentity[43].AlexanderandtheMacedoniansafterconquer-
ingtheworldpreparethemselvesfortheirwaybacktoMacedonia;aservant
poisons Alexander [44]. Alexander, dying, writes a last report to his mother
[45]. Alexander divides his empire and dies; his dead body is transferred to
Alexandria[46].

Thedateofcompositionisnotabsolutelysecured.Trumpf,whodiscovered
ε,formerlyarguedinfavouroftheearly8thcenturyasaterminus circa quem,
Jouannoarguesthatadatelaterthanthe9thcenturyisimprobable.29Inany
case,ByzantiumwasestablishedastheNewRome,Byzantineeschatology(as
partofByzantineimperialideology)wasobviouslydeveloped,andAlexander
asthethirdkosmokratorwasfullyintegratedintotheByzantineperceptionof
history.TheworldAlexanderconquershas twouninhabitablezones,botha
westernandaneasternaoiketos.Inapropheticepisodetheworldishanded
outtoAlexanderintheshapeofasphere(ε23.2),whileotherepisodesandthe
wholeofthestoryofAlexander’sexplorationoftheworldevokethepictureof
theworldintheshapeofadisc(e.g.ε3.3).Intheorganizationofthenarrative
materialεshowsanaffinitytothegenreofsaints’lives.30Intheuseofthetopic
of iter ad paradisum ε features similarities with the Life of Makarios the 
Roman.31Jouannoatteststothetext’squalitiesofliterariness.32Ahighlightin
thismiddle-ByzantineLife of AlexanderistheepisodeofAlexander’sparticipa-
tionattheOlympicGames,whichispresentedasthethrillingstoryofachariot
horseraceintheConstantinopolitanHippodrome(chapter5).33Alexanderin
thisredactionis“designed”asanideal,amodelemperor(kalos basileus).34The
factthatAlexanderdivideshisempireintofourisaclearreferencetotherev-
elationsoftheBookofDaniel,Chapters7.6and8.6:“AfterthisIkeptlooking,
andbehold,anotherone,likealeopard,whichhadonitsbackfourwingsofa
bird;thebeastalsohadfourheads,anddominionwasgiventoit”;“Thenthe
malegoatmagnified{himself}exceedingly.Butassoonashewasmighty,the

29 Trumpf,Vita Alexandri regis Macedonum,p.xviii;Jouanno,Naissance et métamorphoses,
p.339.

30 TrumpfinMerkelbach/Trumpf,Die Quellen,p.207.
31 OntheLife of Makarios the RomanseetherecentarticleofRoilos,“Phantasia”,pp.19–23.
32 Jouanno,Naissance et métamorphoses,pp.400–03.
33 Jouanno,Naissance et métamorphoses,pp.361–65.
34 Gleixner,Das Alexanderbild der Byzantiner,pp.94–96; Jouanno,Naissance et métamor-

phoses,pp.369–74,374–77.
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largehornwasbroken;andinitsplacetherecameupfourconspicuous{horns}
towardthefourwindsofheaven”.

Thereisnoexplicitevidencethatthisversionisrelatedtothedynastyofthe
Macedonians,whichwasfoundedbyBasilI(867–886).Anyhow,itisatopicin
Byzantineencomiasticwritingthatemperors,andespeciallyemperorsofthe
Macedoniandynasty,comparedthemselvesorwerecomparedtoAlexander.35
ItmightbebychancethatConstantineVIIPorphyrogennetos(905–959)was
one of those who reportedly expressed their veneration of Alexander.36 It
mightalsobebychancethattherearepassagesinε,whichfeaturearesem-
blance to the book De Ceremoniis, a work transmitted under Constantine’s
name;theepisodeofAlexander’sparticipationintheOlympicGames,actually
inachariotraceintheHippodromeofConstantinople,representsthesame
reality (in an almost cineastic mode of storytelling) of chariot races in the
HippodromeandofthefourcircusfactionsastherelevantchapterintheDe 
Ceremoniisdoes.37Anditmightbebychance,thattheVita Basilii(probably
notwrittenbyConstantineVIIhimself,butobviouslyhewasinvolvedinthe
compositionofthework)makesuseofsimilartopoiofbiographicalwritingas
theLife of Alexanderdoes;aversionof theLife of Alexanderwasoneof the
textscontainedinthedossierConstantineVIIhadcollectedfortheworkon
theVita Basilii.38 It isat thecourtof theMacedoniandynasty that “theold,
formaliststyleofunbrokenhistoricalnarrativewaslargelydiscardedinfavour
ofhistoricalbiography”;inasomewhatunexpectedwayrecensionεfeatures
similarities to what Markopoulos labels “new trends in Byzantine historical
writing” and is related to the environment of Constantine VII.39To sum up,
Iwouldratherlink(onthebasisofspeculation,admittedly)recensionεtothe

35 Gleixner,Das Alexanderbild der Byzantiner,pp.11–22(thechapter“AlexanderderGroße
alsdasIdealdesκαλὸςβασιλεύς”isdividedintothesubchapters“NachahmungAlexander
durchbyzantinischeKaiser”und“Alexander inderTopikderbyzantinischenKaiserre-
den”).

36 Gleixner,Das Alexanderbild der Byzantiner,p.14.
37 See Trumpf in Merkelbach/Trumpf, Die Quellen, p. 206, and the detailed analysis by

Jouanno,Naissance et métamorphoses,pp.361–65.ImportantareDagron’scommentson
theregardingthesimilaritiesbetweentheLife of Alexander andtheDe Ceremoniis (Dag-
ron,L’hippodrome,p.23;p.118andnotetop.118onp.380).

38 Featherstone,“BasileiosNothosasCompiler”,pp.359,360.Featherstoneinanearlierpub-
lication(“FurtherRemarksontheDe Cerimoniis”,p.115)assumed,thattheversionofthe
Life of Alexander mighthavebeenrelatedtoA(probablyconfusingAwithδ*?);Dagron,
L’hippodrome,p.380,assumesthisversionmighthavebeenε.

39 On biographical arrangement in middle Byzantine historiography, see Markopoulos,
“Fromnarrativehistoriographytohistoricalbiography”;thequotep.699.



169AHeroWithoutBorders:1

Figure6.1 Codex Oxoniensis Bodleian Barocci 17 ( first half 13th century), Bodleian Library 
Oxford, AlexanderRomance, fol. 28V: AlexanderentersRome. Photo:courtesy
oftheBodleianLibrary,Oxford (<http://www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/dept/
scwmss/wmss/online/medieval/barocci/barocci.html>[lastvisit:March17,
2015].).
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dynasty of the Macedonians than to the Isaurian dynasty, as Jouanno does
(alsospeculatively)(Figure6.1).

Kalavrezourecentlyintroducednewmaterialintothediscussionaboutthe
significanceofAlexanderinByzantineimperialrhetoric.Inthevisualartsthe
motifofAlexander’smarvellous flight “inspiredoneof themost lastingand
impressive compositions ever created in Byzantium”. In the present context
I would like to highlight two of the compositions she analyses; they can be
paralleledwithdevelopmentsintheLife of Alexander,whicharemorevisible
inεthaninearlierversions:(a)“apairofsmallenamelroundelsnowonthe
lowerborderofthePalad’OroinSanMarcoinVenice.Thefirstroundeldepicts
acirclerepresentingtheearth…surroundedbytwointertwinedsnakes…On
thesecondroundel,inavisuallyveryabstractedandabbreviatedlanguagewe
canrecognizetherepresentationofAlexander’sflight”.And(b)“[o]neofthe
earliest mid-Byzantine visual associations of the flight of Alexander and
Byzantineimperialimagerycanbeseenonaleadsealofthe10thcenturyfrom
Constantinople…Ononeofitssidesistheimageoftheflight,onthereverseit
depictsConstantineandHelena”.Theroundel(a)representsthewholeofthe
earth;theauthorofεintroducedAlexander’svisittothewesternedgeofthe
world,becausehewantedAlexandertohaveconqueredthewholeoftheearth;
theleadseal(b)representsen miniaturewhattheauthorofεbroughtintoan
extensivenarrative:thestoryofAlexander’sconquestrepresentstheByzantine
imperialclaimtoruleoverthewholeoftheinhabitedworldandhisconver-
siontotheGodoftheOldTestamentanticipatesConstantine’sconversionto
Christianity—whichimpliedtheByzantineclaimthattheirreignwasgivenby
thegraceofGod.40

Recensionγ(ed.Lauenstein,Engelmann,Parthe)isacompilationofβand
ε;thereisnoconvincingproposalforadateofcomposition.41BeforeTrumpf
discoveredε,episodesofεwereonlyknownthroughγ.Jouannostatesinγa
lackofcreativeability;withreferencetoaninterpolationfromPalladiusshe
suggeststhatthecompilerhadtheintentiontodeliveracomprehensivever-
sion of Alexander’s biography; she refers to his method as a technique of
patchworkandmontage.42Theorganizednarrativeorderinεisdestroyedin
favourofanexpandedtext,whichcontainsanumberofdoublets,sometimes
evencontradictory.Still,afteracarefulanalysisJouannorecognizesjudgment,
scruplesofaChristianauthorandcareincompilation.43Anespeciallyinter-

40 Kalavrezou,“TheMarvelousFlightofAlexander”;thequotesonpp.105–07.
41 cf.Jouanno,Histoire merveilleuse,p.26.
42 Jouanno,Naissance et métamorphoses,pp.441,443,444,446.
43 Jouanno,Naissance et métamorphoses,pp.442–55.
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esting,richlyillustratedmanuscriptofrecensionγispreservedinthecollection
oftheHellenicInstituteinVenice(seebelow).

TheyoungestByzantine(radical)reworkingastonarrativeorganisationis
therecensionζ*—theasteriskindicatesthatitisnotpreserved.Whatispre-
served is a translation into Slavonic44 and a re-translation into vernacular
Greek(ζ ′),45whichcirculatedwidelyamongtheGreeksoftheOttomanEmpire
andbeyond,from1750inprintedbooks(Iwillcomebacktothistopicbelow).46
Somethingintheversion,obviously,addressedOrthodoxreadersinparticular,
given that the circulation of this version in different translations coincides
withthepartoftheworld,whichwasChristianintheMiddleAges,butnot
RomanCatholic.47

Recensionζ*wasbasedonε(surprisinglyenough,becauseεispreservedin
onlyonemanuscriptandonewouldconsider itaberrant)and isverymuch
enrichedwithfantasticdetails.Unlikeγ,whichisalsoenlarged,coherencewas
amajorconcernoftheauthorofζ*.48ζ*isthehighpointwithintheprocessof
ByzantinizationoftheLife of Alexander.Itsauthormadeuseofaconsiderable
varietyoftextssomehowrelatedtoAlexander:otherrecensionsoftheLife of 
Alexander,includingaLatinone,episodestakenfromvarioussources,proba-
blymediatedthroughByzantinechronicles,acollectionofapophthegmata,49
the Life of Makarios the Roman and chapter 8.3–7 of the Book of Daniel. In
someofitsfeatures,ζ*resemblestheromancesoflove,whichwereproduced
atthesametimeorsomeearlier(13th–14thcenturies)inConstantinople.In
14th-centuryfiction,themotifofiter ad paradisumwaspopularinromances
(Velthandros and Chrysantza,Kallimachos and Chrysorrhoe)andevolvedintoa

44 Marinković,Srpska aleksandrida;aconvenienteditionwithaGermantranslation:Chris-
tians,Die serbische Alexandreis.

45 There is no adequate edition; for the time being, the text is accessible through: Lolos,
Konstantinopulos, Zwei mittelgriechische Prosa-Fassungen; Zwei mittelgriechische Prosa-
Fassungen.

46 EditionoftheModernGreek“chapbook”:Beludes,ΔιήγησιςΑλεξάνδρου.Thetext,which
circulatedinprintwasaproductofconstantreworkingofthevernacularre-translation;
onthisprocessseeMoennig,Zur Überlieferungsgeschichte andbelow,p.38.

47 Therearetranslationsinto:Slavonic,Bulgarian,Rumanian,Russian,Belo-Russian,Ukrai-
nian,Georgian,Arabic.

48 Analyses of ζ*: Moennig, Die spätbyzantinische Rezension *ζ; Jouanno, “Réécritures”;
Jouanno, “Mutationsgrecquestardives”;Jouanno,“Voyages”.

49 Suchcollectionsarepreservedinmanuscripts;seee.g.codexMosquensismus.hist.gr.
436.OnthiscodexseeKarla,Vita Aesopi,pp.26–29;seealsoherchapterinthepresent
volume pp. 330–31. For a sample, see L. Sternbach, Gnomologium Vaticanum Gnomolo-
gium Vaticanum e Codice Vaticano Graeco 743(TexteundKommentare,2),Berlin1963.
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themeoftwoworkssui generis,relatedtothegenreofromance(Consolatory 
Fable about Bad and Good Fortune, Meliteniotes’ Verses on Chastity)50;
Alexander’sjourneytotheearthlyParadisecoversapproximatelyone-sixthof
thewholetext.ThereisaveryconcretereferencetoDrama,atownineastern
Macedonia,whichtellsussomethingabouttheplaceofcompositionofζ*.The
authoralsoseemstohavebeenacquaintedwithanumberof“sports”which
mighthavebeenimportedfromWesternEuropetoConstantinople.Ifζ*was
writteninfavourofanemperororapretender,thereishardlyanysecondsus-
pectbuttheyoungAndronikos,thelateremperorAndronikosIII,whodefeated
AndronikosIIin1328.In1992Iargued,thatζ*mighthavebeencomposedin
themiddleorthethirdquarterofthe14thcentury.51Giventhatinthemean-
timeearlierdatesforthePalaiologanromanceshavebeenaccepted,onemight
ask if ζ* could have been written in the 1320s by someone of Andronikos’
entourage.Thiswouldexplainthefamiliaritywiththetopographyoftoday’s
EasternMacedoniaandThrace,giventhatthisareawasaplaceofactivitiesof
theyoungAndronikosbeforeheexpelledhisgrandfatherfromthethronein
Constantinople.There is even a point of comparison between the (fictional
andfantastic)journeysofKallimachosandVelthandrostotheearthlyParadise
and Alexander’s journey to the eastern end of the world: the princes
Kallimachos and Velthandros (who probably were admired at the court of
Andronikos II) withdrew themselves from the challenges of reality, while
Alexander, a leaderby nature,withwhomthe youngAndronikoscompared
himself,52facedtheopportunitiesoftheworldmorethananybodyelseever
didinhistory.Itisasiftheauthorofζ*(usingmethodsoffictionalwritingina
biographyofanhistoricalperson)accusestheregimeoftheelderAndronikos
offleeingfromrealityintofiction.

ζ*isamostinterestingpieceoflate-Byzantineliterature,whichrevealsalot
aboutByzantineperceptionsoftheworldanditshistory.Theeschatological
relevanceofAlexanderinζ*becomesmoreobviousthaninanyotherByzantine
recension: Alexander receives, in Rome, prophecies about his reign derived
fromtheBookofDaniel,andfromthemomentofhisentranceintoJerusalem,

50 All titles in English are taken from: Agapitos et al., “Genre, structure and poetics”,
pp.13–14;formoreinformationonthesetextsseethechapter“IntheRealmofEros”by
C.Cupaneinthepresentvolume;onmotifsofkatabasis (includingiter ad paradisum)in
late-Byzantine romances see Moennig, “Literary Genres and Mixture of Generic Fea-
tures”.

51 Moennig,Die spätbyzantinische Rezension *ζ,pp.142–52;seealsoJouanno,“Roideguerre”,
p.1208.

52 Gleixner,Das Alexanderbild der Byzantiner,p.15.
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theProphetJeremiahappearsinAlexander’sdreamtorevealthingsthatwill
happenintheemperor’slife.

Inmymonographonζ*Idividedthetext—onthebarebasisofanalysis—
intosixparts:partItellsabouttheextramaritalconceptionuntilAlexander’s
coronation;IItellsabouttheconqueringoftheWestandtheSouth;IIItellsthe
story about Alexander’s victory over the Persians; IV tells about Alexander’s
journey to the eastern end of the world and to the earthly Paradise; V tells
abouttheconquestofIndiaandthenortheastoftheworld;partVIdelivers
impressionsabouttheperiodofpeaceandtellsaboutAlexander’sdeath.

AfteraProoimionwhichincludesasurveyaboutthe“geopolitical”situation
intheyear5000(thenumberindicateschiliasticnotions),ζ*startsfromthe
story about Nectenabo’s (sic) defeat and flight from Egypt to Philippi in
Macedonia,whereheestablisheshimselfasasorcerer.Olympiasandherhus-
band, Philip, are in despair about not having a child and heir; that is why
OlympiascontactsNectenabo;NectenabodeceivesOlympias.WhenAlexander
isborn,thereareprodigioussigns.Alexanderabsorbshisschoolcurriculumin
veryshorttimeandisverymuchaddictedtoallkindsofsports.Alexanderkills
Nectenabo; Nectenabo is conscious that he is condemned to hell after his
death. An aetiological myth about the city of Drama is interwoven into the
story about the taming of Bucephalos. Alexander takes part in the Olympic
Games,aHellenic(i.e.pagan)customwhich,however,remindsoneofatour-
nament.Afterhisreturnhome,Alexanderreuniteshisparentsanddefeatsan
attackfromtheCumans.WhenPhilipdiesafteraninjury,Alexanderiscrowned
thenewkingofMacedonia;Alexanderandhisfriendsholdacouncil.Letters
areexchangedwithDarius,whoheardthatPhiliphaddied.Inanotherletter,
Darius teases Alexander. Alexander’s first actions lead him from Philippi
(south-) westwards; destinations are Thessalonica, Athens and Rome.
Alexander’sentranceintoRomeandreceptionbytheRomansisprolepticfor
Alexander’sfuturedevelopment:Alexanderisgivenmarvellousgifts,manyof
them related to the world’s history (precious things that once belonged to
Nebuchadnezzar,Solomon,“Queen”Sibylla,Paris,Ajax,Tarquinius).InApollo’s
sanctuary,hereceivesaprophecybasedonchapter8of theBookofDaniel
referring to the “two-horned ram”. Leaving Rome, Alexander moves to the
western aoiketos, where he reaches the outlet of the “sea” (obviously the
Mediterranean)intothe“river”Okeanos.Fromthewesternendoftheworld,
Alexander moves to the eastern Mediterranean by ship. His friends and he
himself foundvariouscities;oneof them,Byzas, foundsByzantium,53while
PhilonandPtolemaiosconquertheBarbaryCoast.InPhrygia,Alexandervisits

53 SeealsoJouanno,“Roideguerre”,p.1218–20.
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thetombofAchilles;heistouchedwhenhehearsaboutPolyxene’s lovefor
Achilles. In Troy, Alexander is given marvellous objects, which formerly
belongedtopersonsofworldhistory.AlexandernowvisitsMacedonia,from
wherehemoveseastwards, inorder to facethePersians.Alexander’s troops
are reorganized. Again, letters with Darius are exchanged. The episode of
Alexander’sentranceintoJerusalemiscloselyrelatedtotheoneofhisentrance
intoRome.ThankstoJeremiah,JerusalemsurrenderstoAlexander;Jeremiahis
informed about the prophecy Alexander had received in Rome. Jeremiah
invites Alexander to enter Jerusalem, appearing in his dream. It is Jeremiah
whoencouragesAlexandertoprofessfaithintheGodoftheOldTestament;
withthesupportofGodSabaothhewilldefeatthePersians.Alexanderreceives
marvellous gifts, which resemble those he had received in Rome and Troy.
Alexander now conquers Egypt. He destroys and rebuilds the “city” (i.e.
Alexandria). There is a supernatural coronation; Alexander builds four col-
umns to represent the Macedonian rule (the number four recalling the
revelationsofDaniel).AlexandernowmeetsDarius.ThedistancefromEgypt
totheEuphratesseemstobeveryshort;thisisobviouslytheproductofacon-
fusioncausedbythehomonymyoftheEgyptianBabylon(i.e.Cairo)andthe
Mesopotamian one.The battle takes place in the field of Shinar, where the
Tower of Babel had been built. Another battle takes place; Alexander now
crossestheriverEuphratesandconquersthecityofBabylon,anothercentreof
worldhistory(thecapitalofthefirstofthefourEmpires);againheispresented
withnumerousgiftsrelatedtoworldhistory.Dariussendsanassassinwhofails
tokillAlexander,whichdemoralisesDariusevenmore.Whatfollowsnextis
thesceneofAlexander’svisitincognitotoDarius(onJeremiah’sadvice).Darius
onthisoccasionloseswhatwasleftofhisformerself-confidence.Heisdefeated
inabattleandflees,woundedbytwoassassins.Alexanderisnowcrownedthe
newkingofPersia(thecrownformerlybelongedtoSalomon).Onthesame
occasion,hemarriesRoxane.AlexanderpunishesDarius’assassins;Alexander
and Roxane fall in love with each other. Alexander in a letter addressed to
OlympiasandAristotlewritesthatthankstotheGodSabaothheisnowthe
highestamongallkings.BeforeleavingPersia(eastbound)hedeclaresfaithin
theGodSabaothtobethereligionofhiskingdom.Alexanderisconfidentthat
withthehelpoftheGodSabaoththepaganidols,“thegodsoftheHellenes”,
will be expelled and condemned. From Persia, Alexander moves eastwards
intotheaoiketos.Thereheexperiencesvariousmarvellousthings,meetscrea-
tureswithunusualfeaturesandfightsnumerousmonsters.Hefindscolumns,
which mark the spots where his predecessors (who also claimed to be the
world’ssoleemperor)hadpreviouslyreachedandregardedastheeasternend
of the world. Alexander meets the Gymnosophists, who escaped from the
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sinfulworldand livetheir livesnexttoParadise.TheBlessed,who liveeven
closer to Paradise, are descendants of Seth, Adam and Eve’s third’s son;
AlexanderexpectedtomeettheGodsoftheHellenesontheFortunateIslands,
buthewas told that theGodSabaothhadsentencedthemtoHades,where
theywaitfortheSecondComingoftheLord.BeforereachingtheIslesofthe
Blessed,Alexandervisitstheplacesofeternalpunishment.TheBlessedinform
himthathecannotvisittheearthlyParadise,becauseentranceisprohibitedto
livingbeingsbyawallandSeraphim;inordertofindtheirwaybackintothe
inhabitedworld,AlexanderandtheMacedoniansaregivenadviceto follow
the fourriversofParadisedownstream.Then,Alexanderenters theLandof
Darkness(whichisfullofpreciousstonesandmetals)andfindsaspringthat
restores to life a dried fish. Again, the Macedonians experience marvellous
things and meet strange creatures. There are prophecies about Alexander’s
earlydeath.WhentheMacedoniansre-entertheinhabitedworld,lettersare
exchanged between Porus, king of India, and Alexander. Alexander writes a
letter toOlympiasandAristotleandtells themabouthisexperiencesat the
eastern end of the world. Now the Macedonians move against Porus.Three
battles takeplace.PhilonvisitsPorusasanambassador.Finally, the Indians
andtheMacedoniansagreethatthebattlewillbedecidedinaduelbetween
Porus and Alexander. This duel takes place, and Alexander kills Porus.
Alexander’sentranceintothecapitalofIndiaisnarrated;thereisalsoadetailed
description about the marvellous decoration of the palace. Now letters are
exchanged with the Amazons; finally, the Amazons submit themselves.
Thereafter, Alexander fights the Bersils. In the high North, he encloses the
UncleanNations.WhatfollowsnextistheepisodeaboutCandace,thequeen
of Amastris. Alexander visits Candace incognito. On his way to her palace,
AlexanderenterstheplacewheretheGodsoftheHelleneswaitfortheSecond
ComingoftheLordintheyear7000andtheLastJudgment;theyareconscious
thattheywillbecondemnedtoeternalpunishment.ThisplaceistheHades.
AlexandermeetsamongothersDariusandPorus.ArrivingatCandace’spalace,
CandacerevealsAlexander’sreal identity.There isanincidentwithDoreph,
oneofCandace’ssons,whowants tokillAlexander.WhenAlexander leaves
Candace’splace,heisawardednumerousmarvellousgifts.NowthatAlexander
hasconqueredthewholeworld,hedecidestodividehisempire.Hemovesto
Persia, where he meets Roxane. Jeremiah appears in a vision and informs
Alexanderabouthiscomingdeath;healsoinformshimabouttheresurrection
ofthedeadandtheLastJudgment.AristotlearrivesfromMacedoniatomeet
AlexanderandRoxane.Thewholepartofthetextischaracterizedbyaseries
of episodes, which indicate a situation of lasting peace. Aristotle leaves for
MacedoniaandOlympiasarrivesinBabylon.TwooftheMacedonianswantto
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gobacktoMacedoniaandvisittheirmother;butAlexanderkeepsthemnext
to him. Their mother sends poison from Macedonia. Bad news arrive from
Jerusalem:Jeremiahhasdied;hisdeadbodyisburied inAlexandriatokeep
awaysnakes.MoreepisodesaretoldaboutAlexander’speacefulreign.Vrionus
decidestopoisonAlexander;hismotiveisavarice.Intheremaininghoursof
hislife,Alexandergiveslastordersabouthisheritage.Thelastfarewellfrom
Roxane, from Bucephalos and from his friends are scenes of overwhelming
grief. Bucephalos kills Alexander’s assassin. Alexander dies in the Land of
Goshen,theplacegivenbythePharaohtotheHebrewsofJoseph,nexttothe
riverNile(againtheauthorofζ*confusesthetwoBabylons,theMesopotamian
andtheEgyptian).RoxanecommitssuicideoverthedeadbodyofAlexander.
AlexanderandRoxaneareburiedinAlexandria.Alexander’sempireissepa-
ratedintomanyparts.

MuchmorethananyotherrecensionoftheLife of Alexander ζ*canberead
as if it were an apocryphal story to give content to the biblical “[he] went
throughtotheendsoftheearth”.54SomeplacesAlexandervisitedwereplaces
ofimportanceintheOldTestament.Alexanderalsoconqueredallcentresof
worldempires(plusJerusalem),includingtheone,whichwastosucceedthe
EmpireoftheMacedonians:Rome.Itisnoteworthythatinthislate-Byzantine
recensionAlexander isdeclaredkosmokrator in thecityof (Old)Rome; this
element of the story seems to be a strong indicator that the author of ζ*
belongedtoananti-Latin(oranti-papal)party,whichclaimedRomannessfor
Byzantium. Byzantium, “incidentally”, was founded by one of Alexander’s
friends,Byzas,whichisjustanotherelementthatindicatesthepolitical(both
propagandisticandpopulist)aspectofthisrecension.

There is hardly any doubt that the concept of recensions, established by
Classicists, isappropriatetodescribetheByzantine“metamorphoses”ofthe
Life of Alexander.Therecensionsareaproductofconsciousreworkingofolder
texts,andthecriteriaforthisreworkingusuallyarerecognisable.Still,hardly
anymanuscripttransmitsthepropertextofanyrecension;compilationofdif-
ferentrecensionsorvarious“individualisations”aretheruleratherthanthe
exception.GiventhatanumberoftheextantAlexandermanuscriptsdateto
the14thor15thcentury,werealisethatthe(small)late-Byzantinesocietyper-
ceivedtheLife of Alexanderinaremarkablevarietyofways(Figure6.2).

Codexno5ofHellenicInstituteinVenice(oneofthemanuscriptswhich
reproducerecensionγ)isespeciallyimportant,becauseitsluxuriousillustra-
tionsprovideuswithvisualizedproofaboutthefunctionofversionsoftheLife 
of Alexander inimperialrhetoric.Itstextisderivedfromadifferent(although

54 Seeabove,p.163.
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Figure6.2 Codex 5 of the Hellenic Institute (2nd half 14th century), Hellenic InstituteVenice, 
AlexanderRomance, fol. 21v: Alexander takes part at the Olympic games in Rome.
Photo:courtesyoftheHellenicInstitute,Venice.
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related, via ε) branch of the Byzantine Lives of Alexander; but especially its
illustration reflects an imperial ideology, which comes quite close to that
expressedinζ*.AccordingtoTrahoulias’sstudy,thecodexwascommissioned
bytheTrapezuntineemperorAlexiosIIIKomnenos(*1338,emperorfrom1349
to1390),whoreportedly“emulatedAlexander”.55Whatisnewwiththiscodex
within the Byzantine tradition of Lives of Alexander is that it leads us away
fromConstantinopletooneof theemergingcentresofpower intheGreek-
speaking world. Interestingly enough, the Trapezuntine Komnenoi chose
texts on Alexander to support their claim (obviously with reference to the
RomanheritageofByzantium),whileJohnOrsinioftheDespotateofEpiros
(whoclaimedtobeaKomnenian)preferredtocommissiontheproductionof
an Iliad by a certain Constantine Hermoniakos (presumably for a similar
purpose).56

ItisremarkablethattheByzantine Alexander Poem,whichchronologically
followsthehighlyChristianizednarrativesofbothrecensionζ*(1320s?)and
theTrapezuntinemanuscript(1350s?),gocountertotheevolutionoftheprevi-
ous(Byzantine)millennium.Onewondersifthisre-conversionofAlexander
into an historical hero of Antiquity should be considered as a product of
“Latinisation”oftheLife of Alexander,giventhattheLatintraditionwentback
to versions of the Life of Alexander more closely related to recension α*.57
Anyhow,notonlytheByzantine Alexander Poemof1388goesbacktotheearlier
versionsoftheLife of Alexander,butalsosinglemanuscripts,ase.g.thecodex
LeidensisVulcanianus 93 (copied by Gerardos of Patras, who worked in the
environment of Vittorino da Feltre; recorded manuscripts date to the years
1420through1443)58andthecodexOxoniensisBodleianusmisc.283(copied
in 1516 and later owned by “a certain Cyril, metropolitan of Grevena, from
Chios”,asisdenotedinastatementofownershipinbothGreekandItalian,the
latteraddingthenameofacertainGiustiniani;thismanuscriptisrelatedto

55 Trahoulias,The Greek Alexander Romance,p.31–35.
56 Beck,Geschichte der byzantinischen Volksliteratur,pp.167–69.OnHermoniakos,seethe

chapterbyR.Lavagniniinthisvolumepp.239–40.
57 SeealsoJouanno,“Roideguerre”,p.1221.
58 UsuallyreferredtoasL(edition:vanThiel,Leben und Taten;analysis:Jouanno,Naissance 

et métamorphoses,pp.271–80).Onthescribe,Girardos/GerardosofPatrasorMethone,
see:Gamillscheg/Harlfinger,Repertorium der griechischen Kopisten 800–1600, p.65.Espe-
cially on the Vulcanianus 93 see Wilson, From Byzantium to Italy, p. 39: “[a]mong the
knownorpotentialpatronsofGirardinItalythereisnoonewhoseemslikelytohave
commissionedsuchastrangemedleyoftextsandonewondersifitgoesbacktohisyears
inGreece”.
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themodeloftheearlyModernGreekTale of AlexanderorRimada)59confirm
andcontinuethistrendtowardsare-conversionofAlexander,whichisdocu-
mentedforthefirsttimeintheByzantine Alexander Poem.

TheByzantine Alexander Poem(ed.Aerts)wascomposedin1388andispre-
served in codex Marcianus graecus 408, which once belonged to Cardinal
Bessarion);60thePoemisareworkingofitsmodelbothinstyle(itiswrittenin
6130 verses) and in narrative composition. It presents a more “historicising”
imageoftheworldandof itshistorythananyotherByzantinerecensionor
versionoftheLife of Alexander does.61ThequestionIalludedtointheprevious
paragraph—whetherthe Byzantine Alexander Poem ispro-Latinoranti-Latin
(orneutral)—gainsimportanceincomparisontoanothertextpreservedinthe
samecodex.ThedeclaredsubjectofthisothertextistheLatinConquestof
Constantinoplein1204andthe“Roman”“Reconquista”in1261;itsactualsub-
ject,though,isthedevelopmentoftherelationshipbetweentheRomans(i.e.
Byzantines) and the Latins (Roman Catholics) in the later 13th century, the
Second Council of Lyon 1272–1274, and the restoration of Orthodoxy by
AndronikosIIafter1282.62ThetextaboutRomansandLatins—atextwitha
stronganti-LatinattitudeandapreferenceforAndronikosII(comparedtohis
fatherMichaelVIII)—intheVenetiancodexrevealsagooddealofhistorical
thinkinginmodernterms.Thereis,e.g.,areferencetoaHellenicsite(inverse
474,ed.Matzoukis);theHellenes,obviously,accordingtotheterminologyof
theanonymousauthor,weretheinhabitantsofByzantiumbeforetheRoman
EmperorConstantinerebuilt(andchristianized)thecity,63andtheeducation
ofthe(Byzantine)RomansisHellenic.TheByzantine Alexander Poemisposi-
tiveinthattheHellenesweredefeatedbyAlexanderandthenbecamepartof
his people; none other than Demosthenes in his speech to the Athenians
awardstheethnonym“Hellene”totheMacedonianaggressor(verse2750,ed.
Aerts).GiventhattheByzantinesconsideredthemselvesRomansandassuch
heirstoAlexander,theByzantine Alexander Poemtellsa(sub-)storyaboutthe
incorporationandassimilationoftheHellenesintotheschemeofByzantine

59 On this manuscript (which belongs into a series of manuscripts in vernacular Greek
whichformacollection)Jeffreys,“TheOxfordManuscriptsAuct.T.5.20–25”;thequote
p.154).

60 EvidenceprovidedbyTrumpf,“ZweiZitate”.SeealsoMatzukis,“Observations”;Matzukis,
“TheAlexanderRomance”,andAerts,The Byzantine Alexander Poem,pp.6–9.

61 Analyses:Jouanno,“Réécritures”;Jouanno,“Mutationgrecquestardives”;Jouanno,“Voy-
ages”;Jouanno,“Roideguerre”.

62 Matzukis,The Fall of Constantinople.
63 Matzukis,“TheAlexanderRomance”,interpretstheverseasreferringtotheinhabitantsof

Constantinopleofthe13th–14thcentury.
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imperial ideology; the Byzantine Empire, thus, contains Hellenism, but is
muchmorethan(only)that.64Butstill,theByzantine Alexander Poemrefersto
therevelationsofDanielandthusfeatures,despiteitsdebtstothemorecon-
servativetradition,elementsofChristianization.Thereareexplicitreferences
totheBookofDanielinverses5,1661,1670and6058(ed.Aerts).Theseallu-
sions support my view that the Byzantine Alexander Poem was rather a
pro-Byzantinetextthanapro-Latinone.65Jouanno’sanalysis—shefocuseson
“interpolations” from the Chronicle of George the Monk and recognizes the
existenceof twocontradictingpersonagesof theprotagonist—is inkeeping
withmyreading.66TheByzantine Alexander Poemmighthavebeencomposed
inordertosupportapretendertothesuccessionof JohnVPalaiologos; this
personwasprobablyawareofthefactthatonedayhemightbeforcedtoagree
totheunionofthechurches,althoughhewasanythingbutinfavourofthis
option.

C Modern Greek Tradition

The so-called Rimada, a poem in rhymed vernacular verses and “officially”
titled Tale of Alexander, was first published in Venice in 1529.67 The editor,
DimitriosZinos,providesuswithsomeinformationaboutthetext.Theauthor
livedinZakynthosanddidnotrespondtoZinos’srequesttoprovidehimwith
abettermanuscript.Bythattime,ZakynthoshadnotbeenByzantineforthree
hundredyearsandmore.TheRimada,thus,istheonlytextaboutAlexander
discussedinthischapter,whichleadsuswithcertaintytoapartoftheGreek-
speakingworldunderRomanCatholicdomination.Inkeepingwiththisisthe
completere-paganisationof theLife of Alexander,which isaproductof the
ItalianRenaissance—or,moreprecisely,ofanechooftheRenaissancetaking
placeinItaliancitystates.TheRimada isnottheonlytextwithintheseriesof
early Modern Greek secular books, printed for the first time in the 1520s
or 1530s, which echoes the approach of the Renaissance to pagan Greek

64 TheByzantineclaimtoRomannessiscrucialforunderstandingthenarrativetreatment
ofpre-ByzantinehistorybytheByzantines;thestandardworkonByzantineRomanness
isKaldellis,Hellenism in Byzantium;themainargumentsarefurthersubstantiallydevel-
opedinKaldellis,The Byzantine Republic.

65 EspeciallytoDan.7.6:“likealeopard”,seeabove,p.8.
66 Jouanno,“Réécritures”,9.
67 Holton,The Tale of Alexander;Jouanno,“Réécritures”;Jouanno, “Mutationsgrecquestar-

dives”;Jouanno,“Voyages”;Jouanno,“Roideguerre”.
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Antiquity,68anapproachcompletelyunknownfromByzantinenarratives,as
farastheyarerelatedtothemesofGreekAntiquity(letalonetheByzantine
chronicles)(Figure6.3).69

ItisanoddcoincidencethattheearlyModernGreekreceptionoftheLife of 
Alexanderwasdominatedbytwoforms(bothinvernacularGreek), theone
derivedfromα*andbothpaganand“antiquated”andtheotherderivedfrom
ζ* and strongly christianized. The Trapezuntine manuscript owned by the
HellenicInstituteinVenicemightprovideahinttowardsanexplanationofthe
phenomenon. Dimitris Kastritsis has analysed the Ottoman captions of the
codex.AccordingtoKastritsis,thesecaptionsaddasecondlayertothetextof
thesemanuscripts,whichreferstotheillustrationsratherthantotheGreek
text.ThissecondlayerrevealssomekindofOttomanadaptationofByzantine
Imperialideology,something,whichfitstheSultanMehmedII.70

68 Suchtextsare:Ομήρου Ιλιάς μεταβληθείσα πάλαι εις κοινήν γλώσσαν (1526)[Iliad, translated 
into common speech];Ο Αλέξανδρος ο Μακεδών(1529)[Alexander the Macedonian];Θησέος
καιγάμοιτηςΕμηλίας(1529)[Theseus’ and the wedding of Emilia];Βατραχομυομαχία(1539)
[Battle of Frogs and Mice];Γαδάρου,λύκουΚιαλουπούςδιήγησιςωραία (1539)[Tale of the 
Donkey, the Wolf, and the Fox].Numbersinbracketsdenotetheyearofthefirstedition.

69 OnthistopicseeJeffreys,“TheAttitudesofByzantineChroniclers”.
70 Kastritsis,“TheTrebizondAlexanderRomance”.Kastritsisunfortunatelydidnottakeinto

accountthestudiesbyBellingeri,“Il«Romanzod’Alessandro»dell’IstitutoEllenico”and
“Nuovenoteturche”.

Figure6.3 Woodcut from the Venetian edition (1529) of the AlexanderRomance: 
Horse-race in Morea (i.e. at the Olympic Games) between Alexander and 
Nikolaos.
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AkindoftranslationofByzantineImperialismandoftheclaimtoRoman-
nessintotheOttomanEmpiremighthaveprovidedtheideologicalbackground
alsoforthere-translationofζ*fromSlavonicintovernacularGreek(ζ ′).

WecannotjudgeiftheRimadaorζ ′wasreadmore—whichofthetwowas,
sotosay,moresuccessful.Onewouldthinkthataprintedbookreachesmore
readers(orabroaderaudience)thananumberofmanuscripts.ζ ′ispreserved
inacomparativelylargenumberofmanuscripts71;theearliestdatetotheearly
16thcenturyandarewritteninanhazardousGreek,whichwasfaultyfromthe
outset (due toerrorswhichoccurredduring the translation fromaSlavonic
model).72ζ ′wassubsequentlyrewordedandreworked(whatindicatesacon-
stantinterestinthistext),untilitwasprintedinVenicein1750andbecamea
best-seller(usuallyreferredtoasPhyllada[=chapbook]).73Whatweknowis,
thatinsomemanuscriptsofζ ′thereareinterpolationsfromtheRimada.One
ofthesemanuscriptsisthenewlydiscoveredandimportantcodexQ732ofthe
Herzogin Anna Amalia Bibliothek Weimar, which according to Dominic
MertzanisandClaudiaSode,onthebasisofwatermarks,datestothesecond
halfofthe16thcenturyandwhich, inthe18thcenturyat least,wasinCon-
stantinople.74 It might be an accident that for the decade of the 1570s
(approximately)wearewellinformedabouttheactivitiesofacopyistwhowas
alsoanauthoroftextsandwhousedtorewordthetextshecopied(including
hisownones);thiscopyistisManouilMalaxos.Arevisionofthistextwouldfit
perfectly into what we know about Manouil Malaxos’s activities in Con-
stantinopleatthePatriarchate.Especiallyinitseschatologyandinitsclaimfor
thesubjectsoftheOttomanSultantobetheRomansand,thus,theheirsto
God’sChampion, thisversionof the Life of Alexander fitsperfectlywith the
interestinworldchronicles,whichwasobviouslyverylivelyintheOttoman
16thand17thcenturiesandmorepreciselyintheChronicle of 1570,whichisan

71 See Moennig, Zur Überlieferungsgeschichte und Moennig, Die spätbyzantinische Rezen-
sion *ζ,pp.42–45(14manuscripts);since1992threemoremanuscriptsorfragmentshave
becomeknown:Parasoglu,“CodexYalensis294”;Codex89oftheΜονήΕυαγγελισμούon
theislandofSciathos(Antonios,formerMetropolitanofEleia,Κατάλογοςχειρογράφων”,
p.609);CodexQ732oftheHerzoginAnnaAmaliaBibliothekWeimar(Mertzanis/Sode,
“DieunbekanntengriechischenHandschriften”,pp.131–32).

72 Edition of the most complete manuscripts: Lolos, Konstantinopoulos, Zwei mittel-
griechische Prosa-Fassungen.

73 Seeabove,p.8.Thereareindications,butnopositiveproofofafirsteditionofthe(ora)
prosetextbefore1682andanothereditionin1699;seeMoennig,“NeograecaFabriciana”,
pp.521–22.

74 Mertzanis/Sode,“DieunbekanntengriechischenHandschriften”,pp.131–32.
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originalworkofManouilMalaxos.75Thiscasebringsbacktomindtheurgent
need for a study about the self-understanding of the Rūm tā’ifesi—the
OrthodoxChristianpopulation—withintheOttomanEmpire;Isupposethat
both ζ ′ and the Chronicle of 1570 were texts which expressed this self-
understanding.

75 Early Modern Greek philology has a desperate need for a monograph on Manouil
Malaxos’s activities in the last decades of his life (which he spent in Constantinople).
Dean Sakel, in a number of recent studies, has revealed several interesting aspects of
Malaxos’swork.Seee.g.Sakel,“TheOttoman-eraPhysiologus”;“TheChronicleof1570”.

 Codex Q 732, (16th century, illustration 
18th century [1754]), Weimar, Herzogin 
Anna Amalia Bibliothek, Alexander
Romance, fol. 78v: Alexander. Photo:
courtesyoftheHerzoginAnna
AmaliaBibliothek,Weimar.

Figure6.4

Duetorightsrestrictions,
thisillustrationisnotavailable

inthedigitaleditionofthebook.
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Thefollowinginformationmightshedsomelightonhowwidespreadand
popular ζ ′ was: Roxandra was a common female name in the circles of the
Phanariots;76RoxandraisthenameofDarius’daughterandAlexander’swife
inthemanuscriptsofζ ′,whilethePhylladarenamedherRoxane(Figure6.4).

PolyzoisLambanitsiotis,whoallegedlypreparedtheprosetext(onthebasis
ofanewlyrewordedversion)fortheVenetianpress,reworkedsomepartsofit
basedontheRimada;thishappenedin1750.77Interestinglyenough,anattempt
ofPolyzoisLambanitsiotisin1758tolaunchacompletelynewLife of Alexander,
derivedfromhistoricalsources, failed;this indicateshowdeeply interwoven
into pre-national Greek identity the story presented in the Phyllada was.78
FromthetimetheRimada stoppedbeingreprinted(intheearly19thcentury),
thePhylladacontinuedinprintformorethananothercentury.Itwassubject
to successive linguistic updatings and modernizations. Obviously, what
changedmorethanthebarewordingwerethesemantics thereadersof the

76 Maurelos, Η«ΕπαρχίατηςΑνυπάρκτου»,p.75.
77 Holton,The Tale of Alexander,pp.37–40;Moennig,Zur Überlieferungsgeschichte,pp.69,

76–88.
78 Theeditionof 1750wasprobablydonebyPolyzoisLambanitsiotis;onLambanitsiotis’s

attempttocirculateamorehistoricisingLife of Alexander:Moennig,“DieἹστορίανέατοῦ
ΜεγάλουἈλεξάνδρου”.

 Cover sheet of a 20th century printed edition of 
the AlexanderRomance, published in Athens 
(Saliveros): Alexander. Photo:U.Moennig.

Figure6.5
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chapbook,bothintheKingdomofGreeceandintheOttomanEmpire,applied
totheprotagonistofthePhyllada:fromGod’sChampionhewastransformed
intoasymbolfortheGreeknessoftheGreeknation—achangeinperception
whichwasnotaccompaniedbysignificantchangesinthestory,butbyanewly
designedcover-illustration(Figure6.5).
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Chapter7

A Hero Without Borders: 2 Alexander the Great in 
the Syriac and Arabic Tradition

Faustina C.W. Doufikar-Aerts

The famous Alexander Romance by Pseudo-Callisthenes (PC) and its deriva-
tivesformoneofthemostwidespread,longlastingandinfluentialtraditions
in literary history. Apart from its dissemination in Greek, Latin, Armenian,
HebrewandthevernacularsofmedievalEurope, theRomancealsobecame
part of the cultural history of the Middle East, North Africa and the entire
Islamicworld.

Theprimarysourceforthis‘oriental’traditionwastheSyriactranslationof
theAlexander Romance.Inthischapterthefocuswillbeontheforms,varieties
andaftermathofthePCinSyriacandArabicliteratureandculture.

A The Syriac Alexander Romance

1 Research History
ThehistoryofresearchontheSyriacAlexander Romance,Taš‛īta d-’Aleksandrōs,
goesbacktothe19thcentury.ThetextwasfirsteditedandtranslatedbyE.A.
WallisBudgein1889.1Thepublicationwasprefacedbyasubstantialintroduc-
tion.WallisBudgebasedhiseditiononfivemanuscripts,theearliestofwhich
doesnotpredatethe18thcentury,whilethetranslationisconsideredtohave
been made around 600.2 He was of the opinion that the Syriac PC was not
translated immediately from Greek, but by way of an intermediary Arabic
translation–atheorythathesharedwithW.Wright.3Theassumption,how-
ever,didnotstandupfor long,because,shortlyafter,Nöldeke launchedthe
hypothesisthattheSyriactextwasbasedonaMiddlePersian(Pahlavi)inter-

1 SomepartsofithadbeenpublishedearlierbyPerkins/Woolsey,“Notice’’,pp.357–440.
2 ForasurveyofthemanuscriptsseeWallisBudge’sIntroductiontohiseditionandthesum-

maryinMonferrer-Sala,‘AlexandertheGreat’,pp.45–47.Currently,J.vanGinkelhastraced
uptoseventeenmanuscriptsintotal.Seebelow,note10.

3 WalllisBudge(ed.),Alexander Romance,pp.xv-cvi,andinparticularpp.lx–lxii.

© KoninklijkeBrillNV,Leiden,2016 | doi10.1163/9789004307728_009
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mediary translation.4 According to Nöldeke, the aberrations of the Greek
namescouldonlybeexplainedbytheuseoflettersofthePahlavialphabet.
Hence,heassumedthattheGreekRomancehadbeentranslated,quitefaith-
fully, into Middle Persian5 shortly before the 7th century, and that this
translationhadbeentransposedintoSyriacbyaNestorianChristian.

Subsequently,in1891,S.Fraenkelexpressedsomereservationswithregard
to Nöldeke’s argumentation.6 Since then, however, Nöldeke’s theory has not
seriouslybeenchallengeduntil 1985,whenR.Fryeraisedsomeobjections–
mostlyofasocio-culturalnature–againstthehypothesisofaMiddlePersian
intermediarytranslation.7

TheantecedentsoftheSyriacPCcameunderrenewedconsiderationand
thediscussionisinfullswingafterpublicationsbyC.CiancagliniandK.van
Bladel.8ArecurringpointofdebateiswhetheraMiddlePersiantranslationof
theAlexander Romance inSassaniantimesthatwasso‘ill-disposedtoPersia
andtheAchaemenids’isatallconceivable.9

The discussion about the coming about of the Syriac text touches on an
array of aspects which involve linguistics, orthography, philology, socio-cul-
turalmatters,andtransmission.Sincethequestionoftheantecedentofthe
Syriac translation as yet has not been satisfactorily answered, the issue will
receive new attention, within the current research program Beyond the 
European Myth.10

WhenwereflectontheSyriacRomanceinthepresentstate,asithascome
downtous,wecanobservecertaindistinct features.Thetexthaspreserved
muchofthecharacteroftheoriginalRomanceinGreek(3rdcenturyAD);it
sharesthisfeaturewiththe4thcenturyLatintranslation(IuliusValerius)and

4 Nöldeke,Beiträge,pp.11–24.Hecametothisconclusion,mainly,onthebasisofthespe-
cificfeaturesofthecorruptionoftheGreekpropernamesintheSyriactext.

5 ThishadbeenbrieflyconsideredandrejectedbyPerkins/Woolsey, “Notice”,p.385and
p.388.

6 Fraenkel,“Nöldeke,Th.BeiträgezurGeschichte1890”,pp.309–30.
7 Frye,“ThePahlaviAlexanderRomance”.
8 SeeCiancaglini,“Gliantecedenti”andead.,“TheSyriacVersion”;vanBladel,“TheSyriac

Sources”.
9 Ciancaglini,“TheSyriacVersion”,p.136.
10 The Syriast, Jan van Ginkel, re-investigates this theory within the framework of the

researchprogram:Beyond the European Myth. In Search of the Afro-Asiatic Alexander Cycle 
and the Transnational Migration of Ideas and Concepts of Culture and IdentityatVrijeUni-
versiteitAmsterdam,supervisedbyDoufikar-Aerts.IthankvanGinkelforhisusefulcom-
mentsandsomeadditionalbibliographicalinformationtothispaper.
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the5thcenturyArmeniantranslation,whichbelongtothegroupoftextsrep-
resentingtheα*recensionofthePC.

TheoriginalGreekα*recensionisnolongerextantinitsoriginalform,but
itessentiallysurvivedinaunique,althoughlateanddefective,copyfromthe
11thcentury,knownascodexA.11Morespecifically,however,theSyriacPC is
believedtoharkbacktoaGreekδ*recension,arevisedsub-recensionofα*.
Thisδ*recensionhasnotsurvived,butitisconsideredastheantecedentalso
ofthe10th-centuryLatintranslationofthePC,Nativitas et Victoria Alexandri 
Magni,completedbyLeoArchipresbyter.Thistranslationinturnunderliesthe
reworked versions of the renowned Historia de Preliis.12 As a consequence,
theSyriacPCaswellastheNativitasanditsderivative,theHdP,aretheonly
representativesoftheδ*recension.Therefore,comparativeresearchintothese
textsisadesideratum,sinceitwouldhighlyamplifyourinsightintoδ*–and
thearchetypalα*,whichitreflects.Bethisasitmay,forthemomentthemost
relevanttexttotracebacktheantecedentsoftheSyriacPCisthetextofthe
ArmenianPC.Itisbelievedthatthisisthebestpreservedexponentoftheα*
recension.

Therefore,theArmeniantext(inEnglishtranslation)ismostsuitableforthe
purposeofunravelingthedevelopmentofthetexttraditionfromα*toδ*.

AcomparisonofthecontentsoftheSyriacandArmenianRomancesreveals
that the texts have much in common, although the latter is at some points
more complete and probably the closest of all surviving versions of the
RomancetohowtheoriginalGreekPCmayhavelooked.Adetailedanalysis
and comparison of both texts on the level of their contents also remains a
desideratum.Iwillgiveanimpressionasaninitialimpetustoexplorethisfield.

In fact, sinceNöldeke’s Beiträge, theSyriac PC asawholehasneverbeen
objectofin-depthresearch,althoughitsEnglishtranslationisoftenusedasa
sourceof reference.Thiscontrastswiththenumberofstudiesdedicatedby
scholarsinthepastcenturytothe7th-centurySyriacapocalyptictextsstaging
Alexanderastheirprotagonist.Theapocalyptictraditionattractedsignificant
interestandimportantprogresswasmadeinthefield.13Thisscholarlyatten-
tion coincides with the degree of influence of the Syriac apocalypses, in

11 Paris,BibliothèquenationaledeFrance,Par.gr. 1711.Forthedetailsaboutthedifferent
recensionsofthePCIreferthereadertomystemmainmymonograph,Doufikar-Aerts,
Alexander Magnus Arabicus,p.91.

12 SeeTelfrynPritchard,The History of Alexander’s Battles.
13 Czeglédy, ‘TheSyriacLegend’;Reinink, ‘DasSyrischeAlexanderlied’; idem, ‘DieEntste-

hung der Syrischen Alexanderlegende’; idem, ‘Ps.-Methodius: A Concept of History’;
idem,‘DieSyrischeApokalypsedesPseudo-Methodius’;idem,‘Heraclius,theNewAlex-
ander’;idem,‘AlexanderdeGreat’.
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particular the Apocalypse by Pseudo-Methodius, in medieval Europe, which
wasfarmorethantheaftereffectsoftheSyriacPCitself.14

Thetraditionofthe7th-centurySyriacapocalypsesisatraditionofitsown,
which originated separately from the translation of the PC.The core of this
apocalyptic tradition is the anonymous Christian Syriac Alexander Legend 
(Neṣḥānā dīleh d-ʼAleksandrōs)(hencefortCSAL),whichportraysAlexanderas
apre-ChristianforerunneroftheChristianByzantineEmperorHeraclius.In
thisAlexander-HeracliustypologyAlexander’sexploitsforeshadowthepoliti-
calsituationinthe7thcentury–thatistosayHeraclius’defeatofthePersian
KingKhosroesIIin627.IntheeyesoftheauthoroftheCSALandhiscontem-
poraries, this event inaugurated the foundation of a durable Christian
ByzantineEmpire,whichwas to last until theEndofTimes.Soonafter, the
CSALwasendorsedbyanothersimilarpoeticapocalyptictext,theAlexander 
Poem(Memrā),15byPseudo-JacobofSerugh,andseveraldecadeslaterbythe
ApocalypsebyPseudo-Methodios.Animportantelementintheseapocalypses
is the confinement of the unclean nations, Gog and Magog, by Alexander
behindanimpenetrablebarrierinthemountainsoftheNorth.Thismotifalso
playsaroleintheIslamictradition,whichwillbefurtheraddressedbelow.

As to the Syriac PC, it only recently received renewed attention in David
Zuwiyya’sCompanion to Alexander Literature in the Middle Ages.Inhiscontri-
bution to this volume, J.P. Monferrer-Sala treats the entire Syriac tradition,
withspecialattentionfortheSyriacversionofthePC.16HisstudyoftheSyriac
literarytraditionaboutAlexanderisawelcomecontributiontothefieldaftera
longinterval;itshouldbetakenasastartingpointformorein-depthresearch.17

14 ThisincontrasttotheinfluenceofboththeSyriacPCandtheapocalypsesintheoriental
tradition.

15 The full title reads: Poem on the Pious King Alexander and on the Gate which he Built 
against Gog and Magog.

16 Monferrer-Sala,“AlexandertheGreat”,p.42.
17 Unfortunately,somedetailsraiseconfusionandneedrenewedattention.Inhisarticle,

p.42andnote10,Monferrer-SalamistakenlymaintainsthattheSyriacAlexander Romance
isaNestorianproductfromca.628AD,whichwascomposedforpropagandistic purposes
referringtoReinink,“AlexandertheGreatinSeventh-CenturySyriac‘Apocalyptic’Texts”
forthisinformation.ReininkdevelopedthisviewwithregardtotheCSAL,notwithregard
totheSyriactranslationofthePseudo-CallisthenesAlexander Romance.Onp.44ofthe
samearticleheagainreferstoBrock,A Brief Outlineforasimilardating(ca.628AD)as
wellastoCzeglédy,“TheSyriacLegend”,buttheseauthorsbothconsiderintheiressays
theCSALandnot thePC. Inshort, itdoesnotbringusastepcloser todelineating the
backgroundoftheSyriactranslatorofthePC.



194 Doufikar-aerts

2 Contents of the Syriac PC as Compared with the Armenian PC 
TheSyriacRomanceisanexponentoftheδ*recensionoftheGreekPC.This
recensionderivesfromtheα*recension.18Botharenolongerextant,butrep-
resented’ by Syriac (δ*) and codex A and Armenian (α*). In spite of the
connectionbetweenthetwobranches,Syriacexhibitsobviouschanges.19

In the Syriac PC, the Hellenistic polytheistic character of the text is
maintained, although, according to Wallis Budge, some minor (Nestorian?)
interferencescanbeseen.20InaccordancewiththeArmenianPC,theSyriac
textkeepstotheGreekpantheon,butthetransmitter/translatorveryoftenelu-
cidates the names of deities with glosses – they apparently needed an
explanationbecausetheyhadbecomealientotheenvironmentandreaders
–inordertomakethetextsuitableforacontemporaryaudience.Apersistent
feature is the peculiar transferal of proper names, geographical indications,
nationsandsignsoftheZodiac.Inmanycasestheyarecompletelycorrupted
inSyriac,bymisinterpretation,bymajorandcontinuousscribalerrors,orper-
hapsonpurpose(?),intheprocessoftranslationoratalaterstage.

18 Seeabove,pp.192andnote11.
19 AsummaryofthecontentsoftheSyriacPCbyMonferrer-Sala,clusteredaccordingtothe

motifsinthedifferentsections,providesaquickoverviewoverthetextasawhole.See
Monferrer-Sala,“AlexandertheGreat”,pp.60–63.

20 Forexampletheutterance“‘IntothyhandsIleavemyspirit’”(Alexander Romance, Syriac
version2:12,ed.WallisBudge,p.81)spokenbyDariusathisdeath,indirectspeech,isan
alterationincomparisontotheGreek(codexA)which,intranslation,reads:“Havingspo-
kenthesewordsheexpiredhisspirit(pneuma)intothehandsofAlexander”(Alexander 
Romance,ed.Müller,p.78,leftcolumn:“ΚαὶταῦταεἰπὼνΔαρεῖοςἐξέπνευσετὸπνεῦμαἐν
ταῖς χερσὶν Ἀλεξάνδρου”). T. Gargiulo/R. Stoneman, Il Romanzo di Alessandro (Scrittori
GrecietLatini),vol.2,Milan2012,p.184,followMüllerwiththea-variation:“Καὶταῦτα
εἰπὼνΔαρεῖοςἐξέπνευσετὸπνεῦμααὐτοῦπαραθεὶςταῖςχερσὶνἈλεξάνδρου”.Intheeditionby
Kroll,p.92:“τοσαῦταλέξαςὁβασιλεὺςΔαρεῖοςἔλειψετὸπνεῦμαἐνχερσὶνἈλεξάνδρου”.The
alterationintheSyriactextisconsideredasinspiredbytheChristianmindofthetransla-
tor, recalling NT, Luke 23:46 “Ὁ Ἰησοῦς εἶπεν, ʻΠάτερ, εἰς χεῖράς σου παραθήσομαι/ παρα-
τίθεμαι τὸ πνεῦμά μουʼ· καὶ ταῦτα εἰπὼν ἐξέπνευσεν”. In Alexander Romance, Armenian
version§197,trans.Wolohojian,p.105:“AndwhenDariushadspokentheselastwords,he
expiredinthearmsofthewordconqueror,Alexander”.InPfister,“DerAlexanderroman”,
p.51,basedoned.Kroll:“NachdemderKönigDareiossogesprochenhatte,gaberseinen
GeistinAlexandersArmenauf”.
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Occasionally,theorderofeventsintheSyriacPCdiffersfromthesequence
in the Armenian PC,21 while sometimes paragraphs are shortened22 or
enlarged.23 In other cases, whole passages occur in one text, while they are
missing in the other.24 Through the entire texts in Armenian and Syriac,
smallerandlargervariancesappear,butbyfarthemostfundamentalmodifi-
cationistheextendedformoftheLetterfromAlexandertoAristotleinBook
three.25 This letter, which is commonly known as the Epistola Alexandri ad 
Aristotelem,continueswithmanymoreepisodesintheSyriacPC,wherethe
letter in the Armenian version has come to an end with the story of the
SpeakingTreesoftheSunandtheMoon.26

21 In Alexander Romance, Syriac version 1:16, ed. Wallis Budge, p. 17, taming the horse
BucephalusbyAlexanderfollowsimmediatelyonthePythianoracleinDelphipredicting
aboutPhilip’ssuccessor:“heshallmakethemightysteedwhichiscalledBucephalus(the
interpretationofwhich isBull-head)runthroughPella”. InAlexander Romance,Arme-
nianversion,trans.Wolohojian§36,p.36and§§47–48,pp.38–39,wefindthesetwo
scenesseparatedbythecorrespondencebetweenZeuxis,AristotleandPhilipandOlym-
pias(ibid.§§37–46,pp.36–38).Inthe Alexander Romance, Syriacversion1:17,ed.Wallis
Budgepp.19–21,thispassage–inwhichthetutor’sname,Zeuxis,isgivenasZintōs–fol-
lowsonthetamingofthehorse.Thetwotextsrunparallelagainwiththeepisodeofthe
OlympicgamesinPisa.

22 InAlexander Romance, Syriacversion1:33,ed.WallisBudge,pp.42–3,theepisodeofthe
foundationofAlexandriaisshortenedonsomepoints,ascomparedtoArm.,amongoth-
ers the plotting of the circumference of the city with a track of meal, and the related
prediction (Alexander Romance, Armenian version § 85, Wolohojian, p. 50) and the
inscriptionofthelettersA,B,C,D,E,meaning“A,Alexander;B,thegreatestking;C,ofthe
greatestnations;D,intheplaceofAramazd;E,descendedandbuiltauniquecity”.(ibid.
§87,p.51)FortheoriginalmeaningaccordingtotheGreekalphabet,A,B,Γ,Δ,Ε,see
Doufikar-Aerts,“AlexandertheGreatandthePharos”,pp.191–202.

23 The episode of the Olympic games in Alexander Romance, Syriac version 1:18–19, ed.
WallisBudge,pp.21–28,ismoreelaboratethaninArmenianversion§49–55(pp.39–41).

24 ThestoryofAlexander’sillnessafterhisbathinthe“watercalledOceanus”,thetreatment
byhisphysician,Philip,andthetreasonbygeneralParmenion,asreportedinAlexander 
Romance, Armenian version §§ 154–57, ed. Wolohojian, pp. 86–87, is absent from the
SyriacPC.Alsotwofollowingepisodes,theonewhereAlexanderisbridgingtheriverAra-
canianddemolishingthebridgeafterhisarmy’spassagesoastodiscouragehissoldiers
fromtakingto flight later(ibid.§§ 158–60,pp.87–89),andtheotherwhereAlexander
suffersanunsuccessfulmurderattemptfromthepartofadisguisedPersiansatrap(ibid.
§§162–163,p.89)donotoccurinSyriac.Ontheotherhand,Syriacgivesanextendedpart
ofAlexander’sLettertoAristotle,alientotheArmenianandmostoftheotherrecensions,
aswillbeshownbelowandnote25.

25 Alexander Romance, Syriacversion3:7,ed.WallisBudge,pp.94–117.
26 Alexander Romance,Armenianversion§224,ed.Wolohojian,pp.123–31.
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First,we find inSyriac thestoryof themountaincontrolledbyadragon,
whichAlexander“cunningly”overcomesbyfeedingitoxenhides,stuffedwith
gypsum,pitch,lead,andsulphur,sothatthemonsterexplodes.27Then,Syriac
continues,withAlexander’sarrivalattheriverBarsāṭis/Bīrsāṭōsandthesap-
phiremountain.Heistoldbyavoicefromthemountain,speakinginGreek,
that he is not allowed to advance, unless he goes alone, in order to behold
something beautiful.28 Alexander builds a city there, which he calls “Alex-
andria,thequeenofthemountains”,andheerectsabronzestatue.

Next, we are told about Alexander’s visit to the King of China, where he
pretendstobehisownambassador,Pīthāōs(Pyteas?).Afterthisentertaining
episode,whichIwilltreatinmoredetailbelow,wearetoldaboutAlexander’s
subsequent journeys to the country called Ṣebāẓāẓ, and the land of the
Sogdians,Sōd(Sogd),wherehebuildsthecityofSamarkand,andhisarrivalat
thecrystalriverBarṭēsīṭōs.29Heconstructsapontoon-bridgetocrosstheriver.
Next,stillaccordingtotheletter,Alexanderstaysforfivemonthsinafertile
region,populatedbysimple-mindedpeople,wherehebuildsacity,whichhe
names“‘apartofCūsh’,(..)calledinPersianBehli”.30Inthecitytwotemplesare
built,dedicatedtoZeusandRhearespectively,andabronzestatueiserected,
of himself and his friend, Īdmālos. Continuing his journey, he clashes with
Paryōg and his band, notorious cattle-thieves who were after his cattle and
horses.Aftertheirvictoryovertheassailers,Alexanderbuildsacityatajunc-
tion of rivers, filled in with earth, which he called “Margiōs, that is Mārō
(Merv)”, and a temple dedicated to Ammon.31 The next episode, relating
Alexander’svisittoKundāḳa(Candace),thequeenoftheSamrāyē(thepeople
ofSemiramis),isstillpartoftheletter;itcontinuesindirectspeech,butaftera
paragraph,directspeechbecomesindirectspeech.Fromhereonthetextagain
runsparallelwithArmenian.32ThisepisodeisfollowedbyAlexander’sencoun-
terwiththeAmazons.33

27 Alexander Romance, Syriacversion3:7,ed.WallisBudge,pp.107–09.
28 Somehowthispassagelooksliketheintroductiontotheepisode(inrepetition?)ofAlex-

andervisitingthegoldentempleofDionysusontopofthemountain,whichoccursear-
lierintheletter(Alexander Romance, Syriacversion3:7,ed.WallisBudge,p.101–02).

29 Seeabove,theriverBarsāṭis/Bīrsāṭōs.
30 Alexander Romance, Syriacversion3:7,ed.WallisBudge,p.116.
31 Alexander Romance, Syriacversion3:7,ed.WallisBudge,p.117.
32 Alexander Romance,Armenianversion§§225–49,ed.Wolohojian,pp.131–41.
33 Alexander Romance, Syriac version 3:15–17, ed. Wallis Budge, pp. 127–31. Alexander 

Romance,Armenianversion§§251–55,ed.Wolohojian,pp.141–44.
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BeforeAlexander’sarrivalinBabylon,hereceivesanElevatingLetterfrom
histeacherAristotle.34ItisinterestingtoseethatinSyriacthepurportofthe
messagehasradicallychangedincomparisonwiththeArmenian:

(...)Isaythistoyoubecauseyourdeedshavebeenaccomplishedatabout
theageofthirty.TheysaythatAlexander,theMacedonian,hasreached
fromtheWesttotheEast;andpeoplefromtheWestandpeoplefromthe
East,theEthiopiansandtheScythians,joyfullywelcomedhim.Andoth-
ers who thought of opposing you have beseechingly petitioned you to
befriendthem.Indeed, you are a godlike king.Faretheewell.35

AndinSyriac:

(...)Thouhastbeenabletodoallthesethingsbytheaidofthegods,forat
presentthouartbutthirtyyearsofage,andbytheassistanceofthegods
thouhastperformedsuchdeedsasnootherlordhasbeenabletodoina
numberofyears.Therefore thou art under many obligations to the gods,
andnowthetimehascomefortheetopaythembackwithsacrificeand
incense,forgreatisthydebttothegodswhohavehonouredthee,and
thouwiltnotbeabletopayitinashorttime.36

Alexander’sarrival inBabylonmarks the finalpartof thePC,which iscom-
monlyknownasTheLastDaysofAlexander.37Itconstitutesofanumberof
distinct episodes, starting with Alexander’s letter to his mother Olympias,38
followedbytheominousbirthofapartlydead,partly livingmonstrum.The
thirdepisodeistheassassinationofAlexanderbypoison,andthefourthisthe
uproar among the soldiers and the parade on the Hippodrome. In the next
episodeAlexanderdictateshistestament,andinthelastepisodesAlexander
dies,andistransportedtoandburiedinAlexandria,inEgypt.Finally,alistis
givenof12/13thecitieshebuilt,alsobearingthename‘Alexandria’.TheLast
DaysofAlexanderinvarioustraditionsandlanguageshavebeenexaminedin
severalstudies.39

34 Seebelow,p.202,theArabicversionofAristotle’s“ElevatingLetter”andnote57.
35 Alexander Romance,Armenianversion§256,ed.Wolohojian,p.144.
36 Alexander Romance, Syriacversion3:17,ed.WallisBudge,p.131.
37 SeeAerts(ed.),Alexander the Great.
38 Alexander Romance, Armenian version § 258, ed. Wolohojian, pp. 145–47; Alexander 

Romance,Syriacversion3:17–18,pp.131–34.
39 Aerts(ed.),Alexander the Great,andDoufikar-Aerts,“Lesderniersjours”;ead.,“TheLast

Days”.
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AfterthisbroadoutlineofthecharacteroftheSyriacPCIwillexemplifythe
RomancebyapassagefromtheextendedpartoftheLetterofAlexanderto
Aristotle–i.e.Alexander’svisittotheKingofChina.

WhenwearrivedinChina,IgavemyselfthenamePīthāōstheambassa-
dor of king Alexander. When we approached the gate of the king of
China,theywentinandinformedhimofmyarrival,andhegaveorders
to question me outside.Then Gundāphār, the chief of his army, ques-
tionedmeconcerningmycomingtoChina,andIsaidtohim, ‘Iaman
ambassador of king Alexander.’ And Gundāphār said to me, ‘Why hast
thoucomehither?’AndIsaid,‘IhavebeensenttothekingofChina;my
messageistohim;anditisnotrightformetoutterthemessagewhich
Ibringfrommymasterbeforethee.’ThenGundāphārwentintotheking
ofChinaandinformedhim,andthekingorderedthepalacetobedeco-
rated,andsilkcurtainstobehungup,andagoldencouchtobeprepared;
andhebadethemcallme.WhenIenteredhispresence,Ididnotmake
obeisancetohim,andhequestionedme,andsaidtome.‘Whencecomest
thou?’Iansweredandsaid,‘IamtheambassadorofkingAlexander.’And
hesaidtome,‘WhoisAlexander?’Isaid,‘HeisaMacedonian,thelordof
theworld,andthebearer[ofthesovereignty]ofthePersiansandIndians.’
Andhesaidtome,‘whereisthelandofMacedonia?’Isaid,‘Inthewest-
ernquarteroftheworld,attheplacewherethesunsets’.40

Theconversationcontinuesandtheambassador’smessageisthatthekinghas
tosurrendertoAlexander,butsinceheisaclevermanheisconsideredreason-
ableenoughtodothisofhisownfreewill.Thenextmorningtheambassador
didreverencetothekingandwhenthelatteraskedwhyheacteddifferently
fromthedaybefore,heanswered:

‘YesterdayImyselfbythewordsofmymessagewasclothedintheperson
ofAlexander;inme,Oking,thoudidstseeAlexander,andinthespeech
ofmylipsthoudidsthearthatofAlexander;butto-day[Iam]Pīthāōsthe
ambassador’.41

ThekingofChinasendsacloakwithPīthāōstoAlexanderinhissize(small)
and a crown of gold studded with gems, and he reminds Alexander via ‘his

40 Alexander Romance,Syriacversion3:7,ed.WallisBudge,pp.109–10.
41 Ibid.3:7,p.111.
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ambassador’thatgoodfortunemaynotalwaysbeonhisside.42Withthismes-
sagehesendshimmanygifts:

(...)thousandtalents;tenthousandpiecesofundyedsilks,andfivethou-
sand brocaded silks; two hundred figures of cane, and one hundred
painted(?)skins,andonethousandIndianswords;fivewildhorses,and
onethousandskinsofmusk,andtensnakes’horns(?),eachofwhichwas
acubitlong.43

Although the ‘ambassador’ hesitates to accept this he nonetheless does,
becauseherealizes:

‘IfIdonottakethem,peradventurehemayhavedoubtsofmeandmay
findoutthatIamAlexander’.44

ThereminderaboutgoodfortuneofthekingofChinainthisepisodedemon-
stratesthetenorinthesecondpartofthePC,afterthedefeatoftheIndianKing
Porus,inwhichitbecomesclearthatAlexander’slifeorfortunehaschanged
course.ThisthemestartswithAlexander’smeetingwiththeBrahmins,andit
continuesintheencounterswiththeAmazonsandQueenCandace.Ifwetry
tointerpretthisprocess,theeventsgivetheimpressionthat,ontheonehand,
Alexander’sexploitsareplacedinadifferentlight:theconfrontationsseemto
detractfromthesignificanceofhisearlierachievements.Ontheotherhand,it
ispossible that theydonotcarry themessageof thevanityofall terrestrial
achievementsinthefirstplace,butarejustmeanttopointtothefactthathis
goodfortunehasstartedtofade,endinginhisuntimelyill-fateddeath.

Withtheseobservationswehavehighlightedvariousimportantaspectsof
theSyriacPC tradition,which in turnwas followedbyavastaftermaththat
developedandspread,fromthesecondhalfofthe7thcenturyonwards,tothe
entireIslamicworld.

42 Themotifofgoodfortuneandwarningsconcerningitsficklenessistraceablealreadyin
Herodotus.W.J.AertsdrewmyattentiontothestoryofKingPolycratesofSamosandhis
‘ally’KingAmasisofEgyptinHerodotus,Histories,III§§39–44(ed.,trans.G.C.Macaulay,
London1890):KingAmasiswritestoPolycrates:(§40)“Itisapleasantthingindeedto
hearthatonewhoisafriendandguestisfaringwell;yettomethygreatfortuneisnot
pleasing,sinceIknowthattheDivinityisjealous”.

43 Alexander Romance,Syrianversion3:7,ed.WallisBudge,pp.112–13.
44 Ibid.3:7,p.113.
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B The Arabic Alexander Romance

The Arabic-Islamic world has a large and rich Alexander tradition. For the
greaterpart,thistraditiongoesbacktoSyriactexts,notonlytotheSyriacPC,
butalsotoapocalypticliteratureinSyriac,asmentionedabove.45Itisnotable
thatwecanfindtracesoftheSyriacPCinArabictextsfromthelate8th-early
9thcenturies,andlaterinPersian,OttomanTurkish,Ethiopic,CentralAsian
Turkiclanguages,Urdu,MalayandotherlanguagesoftheIndianArchipelago
andMongolian.46

1 History of Research and Transmission
The history of research into the Arabic versions of the PC started with the
BeiträgebyTh.Nöldeke,followedbyadetailedstudybyWeymann.47Fromthe
beginning,thestudyoftheArabictranslationofthePCwashamperedbythe
fact that no copy of the text seemed to have survived. Theories about its
formandcharacterwerebasedonabridgedversions,handeddownbyArab
historians,transmittersofWisdomliteratureandTalesoftheProphets.48This
situationhasnowchanged;sincethebeginningofthiscentury,severalmanu-
scriptsoftheArabicPChavebeenfound,whichmakeitpossibletostudythe
traditiononthebasisofexistingmaterialandtoverifyprevioushypotheses.49
MyreconstructionofthetraditiononthebasisofthematerialinArabicavail-
ableinthepastcenturies,augmentedbyre-surfacedmaterialinmanuscripts
whichweremostlyunknownorneglected,resultedinanewstemma.50From
thestudyofthecorpusoftextsasawhole,itbecameclearthatmorethanone
translation into Arabic was made from the Syriac PC, probably both dating
fromthe9thcentury.OneofthetranslationsisacompleteArabicAlexander 
Romance, based on Pseudo-Callisthenes; it is titled Sīrat al-Malik Iskandar

45 Anup-to-dateoverviewofresearchinthefieldsoftheSyriacandArabicAlexandertradi-
tionshasrecentlybeenpublishedbySidarus,“Nouvellesrecherches”.

46 In‛UmāraibnZayd’s(†circa815)Qiṣṣat al-Iskandar Dhūlqarnayn(sic)(TheStoryofAlex-
ander,theTwo-horned)wefindpassageswhichrepresenttheSyriacPCquiteclosely.

47 Nöldeke,“Beiträge”;Weymann,“DieaethiopischeundarabischeÜbersetzung”.
48 Seemymonograph,Alexander Magnus Arabicus.
49 Atpresent Ihavere-surfacedtwocompletemanuscriptsof theSīrat al-Malik Iskandar

Dhūlqarnayn(BiographyofKingAlexander,theTwo-horned)andtwoincompletemanu-
scriptsofthesametext.TheyprovideaversionofthePC,basedontheSyriac,andrepre-
senting, mainly, the δ* recension of the Alexander Romance. My edition with English
translationisinpreparation.

50 Seeabove,note11andnote18.
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Dhūlqarnayn (sic)51 (Biography of King Alexander, theTwo-Horned) and its
mainmanuscriptiscopiedbyascribeknownasQuzmān(17thcentury).Ihave
coinedthistradition‘theQuzmānredaction’afterthiscopyist.The‘complete-
ness’,however,mustbetakeninarelativesense.ThetextoftheSīrat al-Malik 
Iskandar Dhūlqarnayn isratherareworking:somepartsofthethreebooksof
theoriginal(α*)andtheSyriacRomancewerenotincludedandperhapsthey
werenevertranslatedortransmittedinArabic.52Itsimportancelaysnotonly
inthefactthatitisthesolesurvivingArabicrepresentativeinfullofthePC,but
alsointhefactthatthisQuzmānredactionisthepredecessorforthetransla-
tionoftheAlexander RomanceintoEthiopic,realizedbetween14thand16th
century.Ithasbeenshowntorepresentthetextwhichisintermediarytothe
SyriacandtheEthiopicversionsofthePC.IntheQuzmānredaction,aswellas
in the Ethiopic PC, the polytheistic character has not been maintained.53
Instead,theintermediaryArabicversiondisplaysanunusualChristian-Islamic
mixtureoffeatures.

TheotherindependenttranslationoftheSyriacPCintoArabicisnotavail-
ableinacontinuoustext,butisextantonlyinfragments,whichcanbefound
scattered throughout different manuscripts, mainly of an Arabic popular
romance,entitledSīrat al-Iskandar Dhūlqarnayn(BiographyofAlexanderthe
Two-horned).54 The fragments mostly consist of separate episodes, each of
whichareinsertedasaninterpolationintothevariousmanuscriptsofthepop-
ular romances. They are clearly based on the Syriac PC, but they do not
represent the translation in the Quzmān redaction. They have adopted an
Islamiccharacter,butdidnot integrate theChristian features.So far, fiveof
these episodes have been traced: Alexander’s incognito visit to Darius,55

51 Theepithet,Dhūl-Qarnayn,theTwo-Horned,hasbecomeapropername,inafixedform,
notanymoresubjecttocaseinflexion:Dhūlqarnayn.

52 SeeDoufikar-Aerts,Alexander Magnus Arabicus,‘finalconclusions’,§1.8,pp.76–91.
53 TheEthiopiantraditionwaslastaddressedbyKotar“TheEthiopicAlexanderRomance”.

Unfortunately,partoftheinformationandconclusionsinthisarticlemustbeadaptedin
agreementwiththenewdevelopmentsintheArabicAlexandertradition.

54 ThistitleshouldnotbeconfusedwiththetitleoftheaforementionedQūzmanredaction.
AcomprehensivesummaryofthecontentsoftheunpublishedSīrat al-Iskandar(ms.Aya
Sofya3003)isgiveninDoufikar-Aerts,Alexander Magnus Arabicus,pp.283–367.Anedi-
tionofthismanuscriptisalsoinpreparation.

55 SeeDoufikar-Aerts,“Al-IskandarenDārīnūsh”.
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Alexander’s encounter with the Amazons,56 Aristotle’s Elevating Letter,57
Alexander’s Letter to Aristotle, known as the Epistola Alexandri ad Aristo-
telem58andTheLastDaysofAlexander.59Itispossiblethatstillmoreofthese
episodeswillbefound,and,becauseoftheconsistencyinstyle,itisplausible
thatthefragmentsoncebelongedtoonetext.Itisdifficulttodetermine,asyet,
whetherthiswasasecond(complete)paralleltranslationoftheSyriacPCinto
Arabic.Itcannotberuledoutthatthistextwasonlyacompendiumofselected
episodes.ThesignificanceofthesesocalledSīrainterpolations60istheirspe-
cific quality, manifested in the close translation of the Syriac text, which is
quiteexceptionalforthisgenre.Itisalsoimportantthatthismaterialmayhave
beenoneofthesourcesforthechaptersonSekandarinFirdawsī’sShahnama.61

2 Nature of the Arabic PC Tradition
Asmentionedabove,theArabicAlexandertraditionisexceedinglyramified.
Thereforeitisonlypossibletoaddressafewmajoraspects.Oneofthesetraits
istheinfluenceofIslamandChristianityonthetradition.TheIslamiccompo-
nentisexplainedbytheintegrationofthecharacterofAlexanderinreligious
textsandtheology.

FromthestartoftheAlexandertraditioninArabic,‘al-Iskandar’wasidenti-
fiedwiththeQuranicfigureDhūl-Qarnayn(TheTwo-Horned).Hewascalled
by this name, sometimes with the two elements joined – al-Iskandar Dhūl-
qarnayn–orsometimesonlyDhūlqarnayn,andhewasconsideredthebuilder
of theWallagainstGogandMagog.Therationale for this identification isa
muchdiscussedissue,whichcannotbeaddressedhereatlength.Thekeypoint
isthattheassociationoftheQuranicDhūl-QarnaynwithAlexanderbyArab
authors made perfect sense when there was no canonized ‘real historical’
version of Alexander’s life; in the apocalyptic-minded circumstances of the
time,theconcurrences, inparticularbetweenelements intheQur’ānverses

56 See Doufikar-Aerts, “DeArabischeAlexanderroman enAlexandersontmoetingmetde
Amazonen”.

57 SeeDoufikar-Aerts,“Dionysus,EnochandZakhraf”,p.124.TheArmenianandSyriacver-
sionsofthisletterhavebeenquotedabove,seep.197andnote34.

58 See Doufikar-Aerts, “Epistola Alexandri ad Aristotelem”; eadem, “A letter in Bits and
Pieces”.

59 Doufikar-Aerts,“Lesderniersjours”;eadem,“TheLastDaysofAlexander”.
60 I first described the fragments using this term. See Doufikar-Aerts, Alexander Magnus 

Arabicus,pp.74–76.
61 SomeaspectsofAlexander’s incognitovisittoDariusoccurexclusivelyintheseArabic

manuscripts and the Persian text. See above, note 55: Doufikar-Aerts, “Al-Iskandar en
Dārīnūsh”,p.193;seealsothechapterbyJ.Rubanovichinthisvolumepp.212–24.
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(18:83–100) and the contemporary Syriac apocalyptic literature – staging
AlexanderastheconfinerofGogandMagog/YājūjwaMājūj–weretooobvi-
oustooverlook.Moreover,Alexander’sroleinsalvationhistoryasexpressedby
Syriacinterpretersofcontemporarydramaticevents,andhisdevoutreputa-
tionintheearly7thcentury,werejustaslegitimateareputationasanyother.
Asaconsequence,theArabicAlexandertraditionjoinedtheDhūl-Qarnayn
elementswiththePC-basedstoryline,resultinginanintegratedversionofa
heroic and religious character; this became the basis for derivatives in the
entireIslamicworld.

MostcharacteristicfortheQuzmānredaction–whichisthemostcomplete
exponentofthePCinArabic–isthefactthatitincorporatedlargeepisodes
fromtheChristian Syriac Alexander Legend,andtheLettersofConsolationto
Alexander’smother,62whicharefullyintegratedinthetext,nexttotheIslamic
adaptations.

Apartfromthat,theQuzmānredactionliesatthebasisoftheEthiopicPC
anditwasinfluencedbytheCopticmilieu,inwhichitwastransmittedinthe
17thcentury,orperhapsearlier.

InordertosubstantiatethecharacteroftheArabictradition,Iwill juxta-
poseaparagraphofAlexander’svisittotheKingofChinafromtheQuzmān
redaction,whichhasneverbeforebeeneditedorprinted.

SowecontinueduntilwecametothelandofṢīn(China),andthiscoun-
tryiscalledTāwūs.63ThereIorderedasmallgroupofmymennottocall
mebythisname(=Alexander/Dhūlqarnayn).64(…)WhenIhadarrived
atthegateofthepalaceoftheKingofChinathedoorkeeperwentinto
askforpermissionfromthekingtoletmeinandhesaid:‘OhKing,atthe
door we have an ambassador, sent by the King of the Rūm (Greeks),
Dhūlqarnayn.’ ‘Ask him what he wants and why he came here.’ The

62 InGreektheLetterofConsolationtoOlympiasisaninterpolationinsomemanuscripts
ofthetheβ-redactionofthePC,inparticulartransmittedinitssub-redactionL.Iowethe
latestinformationtoCaterinaFranchi(Bologna).SeeAlexander’s Letter to his mother, ed.
A.Spitaler,“DieArabischeFassungdesTrostbriefsAlexanderanseineMutter”,inStudi 
Orientalistici in onore di Georgio Levi Della Vida,vol.2,Rome1956,pp.493–508.Recently
theArabicLettersofConsolationweretreatedintheMaster’sthesisbyArminJakschik, 
Konsolationsliteratur im Arabischen. Unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der Entstehung 
und Entwicklung von Alexanders Trostbrief an seine Mutter im arabischen Alexander-
roman,MainzUniversity2013.

63 Thisphraseiscorrupted.ItshouldsaythatAlexanderorderedhiscompanionstocallhim
(Mi)tāwus(Pithāōs).

64 AlexanderwantstopretendthatheisMitāwus,hisambassador.
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doorkeeper returned to me and said: ‘Oh messenger, what brings you
hereandwhatisyourbusinessandwhatdoyouwant?’Isaid:‘Iamthe
ambassadorofDhūlqarnayn,theKingoftheYunānīyūn(Greeks).’65He
said:‘Tellme,whatisyourmessage’andIsaidtohim:‘Youareafooland
yourmaster isevenmore foolish,becauseheappointsaservantathis
gatewhowantstoknowthesecretmessagesbetweensovereignsbefore
hisownmasterisinformed.HaveIbeensenttotheKingofChinaorto
youforthatmatter?Iwillnotrevealmymessagetoyouortoanyoneelse!’
Themanwentinsideandtoldhimthemessenger’swords.Then,theKing
gaveorderstoprepareforhimhisseatinasessionchamberofthepalace,
which was splendid, and to spread a cover on the throne, which was
madeofgoldinlaidwithpearlsandrubies.(..)Then,heorderedhisdoor-
keepertobringDhūlqarnayn’senvoybeforehim.(..)WhenIenteredthe
roomwiththedoorkeeperIpraisedGod.Then,Istoodbeforehimfora
longtime,becausehedidnotgivemepermissiontositdown,andchoose
not to address me with words (..) Then, the doorkeeper reproachfully
spoketome,saying:‘Wheredoyoucomefromandwhatdoyouwant?
Tellmewhatbroughtyouhere,unlessyouwanttodieinsilence!’Isaidto
thedoorkeeper:‘Youareafool,themoresobecauseItoldyouthefirst
timethatIhavenotbeensenttoyou,buttosomeoneelse:Iwassentto
theKing,nottohisservantandthereisnoneedforthedoorkeeperto
knowthemessagebeforehisownmasterdoes.Iwillnotinformanyone
ofmymatters,buttheKinginperson!’Nowthathehadseenthisfrom
me,heallowedmetospeaktotheKingofChinaandpermittedmetosit
nexttohimonthethrone.Hespoketome:‘Whoareyou,whosentyou
and what do you want?’ I said to him: ‘I am the ambassador of
Dhūlqarnayn, theKingof theGreeks(Yūnānīyūn)’.Andhesaid tome:
‘And who then is Dhūlqarnayn?’ I said to him: ‘The Macedonian
(al-Maqdūnī),Kingoftheworld,theservantofGodandtheoverlordof
allthearmiesonearth.’Hesaidtome: ‘WhereisMacedonia?’Isaidto
him:‘Itisinthewest,neartotheplaceofsunset.’(...)

The “ambassador” boasts about Alexander’s victories over the Persian King
Dārā,andtheIndianKingFūz(DariusandPorus),andcommandshimtosur-
render,because

‘hewantedtocometoyouwithhisarmiesinordertodestroyyourcoun-
tryandwipeoutyourcities.(..)However,if[theKingofChina]isaman

65 ThistimethewordYūnānīyūn,notRūm,isused,alsomeaning‘Greeks’.
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ofwisdomandgoodjudgment,asIwastold,lethimthenlistentomeand
obeymycommands.Then,Iwilllethimandhiskingdominpeace.’(..)
Whenhe[theKing]heardmywords,hesaidtome:‘Hastenyourselfto
yourmaster,ohMitāwus,andtellhim:‘Thisisouranswertoyourletter.I
understood (the message of) the man whom you sent to us. We have
heardwhatGodhasbestoweduponyouandthepositionyouhavebeen
givenonearth.66(..).ThisisnotjustGod’sfavoruponyou,nay,itisGod’s
scourge and vengeance released upon the creatures67 for whom He
wantedeternaldamnation. Iamwellaware that thishappenedby the
decreeofGodandHisdivineordinanceandHislimitationoftheirlife-
time.Whentheirtimehadcometoanend,Hegrantedyouvictoryover
themandHisdivineordinancehasexaltedyouandtroddenthemdown.
Verily,GodhasgiventoyouwhatHehasnotgiventoanyonebeforeyou,
norwillbegiventoanyoneafteryou.Youmustbeawareofthat,asyou
have seen, and realize that you should not let the world deceive you,
becauseitismisleading:ithasdestroyedmenbeforeyouanditcanalso
carryyouawayjustasyouhavewipedthingsout.Luckdoesnotalways
stayonyourside;youwillleaveittoothers,anddepartfromitsside.(..)
Do nothold it against me that Iam not there, physically, to speak the
wordsthatoughttobesaidincompliancewithyourcommand:“Ihear
andobeytoGod,andthentoyou.”Donotcometoourcountrytoseek
warwithus.Wewillpayyoutributeand,moreover,wehaveneverwith-
drawnforanenemyinanencounter,andwedonotsurrendertoanyman
orsubmitourselves.’(..)’
 Then,hesealedhisletterandgaveittoMitāwus,theambassador.He
saidtohim:‘GotoDhūlqarnaynandextendtohimmanysalutationsand
mymostferventandwarmestgreetingsandspeakonbehalfofmethese
words:‘Yourservantwishesforyoubenedictionandvictory.Hesendsyou
gifts,mayestyouacceptthemfromme.’ ’68Andhesenthimhiscrown
thatheworeonhisheadandhesaid:‘YouaremoreentitledtoitthanI
am’.Andhesenthimaquantityofhundred roṭl (pounds)ofexcellent
silk,measuredbytheroṭl ofConstantinople.

Therefollowsanextensivelistofgifts,endingwith:

66 ThisisareferencetotheQur’anverse18:84.
67 ThismaywellbeareferencetoQur’anverse89:13.
68 This scene can be found in various variants in other texts, Leyenda de Alejandro (23),

Mubashshir,Selection of Maxims(237),‛Umāra,Qiṣṣat al-Iskandar, Dhūlqarnayn(51v-52r).
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twenty‘snakeshorns’,eachofwhichwiththelengthofacubit.

Theambassadorthensays:

‘Besides, Ididnotwanttoreceiveanyof thesegifts,but, that is tosay,
beingafterall ‘theambassadorofDhūlqarnayn’,andoutof fear that it
mightbecomeclearthatIwasDhūlqarnayninperson,andinorderto
preventthathewouldseizemeanddowithmeashepleased,Iaccepted
allthesegiftsfromhim,althoughIhadtodeceivehim,againstmywill.I
said:‘Allthisislikenothingintheeyesofmymaster’.69

Even in this abridged form it becomes clear that the Arabic version of the
encounterwiththeKingofChinaunderwentsignificantchangesascompared
totheSyriac.Thepassageismuchmoreelaborateanddetailed.TheKingof
Chinauttersexhortationsofareligiousnature,whichissometimesrecogniz-
ableasspecificallyIslamic.AlsoaBiblical-inspiredconceptofvanitascanbe
perceived from the King’s reply. The arguments are also reminiscent of
Alexander’sencounterwiththeBrahmins,elsewhereinthePC.

Toconclude:inthisexemplaryepisodethecharacteroftheQuzmān-type
ArabicversionofthePCiswellconveyed.ItisafreshshootontheAlexander
stemma,presentinganintriguingmixtureofnoveltiesandconventionalroots.
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Chapter8

A Hero Without Borders: 3 Alexander the Great in 
the Medieval Persian Tradition

Julia Rubanovich

 Sources

ThemedievalPersianAlexandertraditionemergedasaresultoftheconflation
and merging of variegated sources, encompassing the Greek Pseudo-Callis-
thenes, Zoroastrian religious texts, the Qurʾān and surrounding exegetical
literature,Arabichistoriographicandwisdomliterature,aswellasorally-trans-
mittedfolktraditions.

Sincethechainoftransmissionhasmanyomissions,reconstructionofthe
ways by which the Pseudo-Callisthenes entered the Iranian domain remains
hypothetical.ThecruxoftheproblemconcernstheinterrelationoftheMiddle
Persian(=Pahlavi;lost)andtheSyriac(extant)translations,bothbelongingto
thereconstructedδrecension.1Whiletheclassicalhypothesis introducedby
TheodorNöldekesuggeststhatthePahlavitranslationwasmadefromGreek
(presumably in the 6th century) and served as a prototype for the Syriac
rendition,2 a more recent view by Claudia A. Ciancaglini advocates the pri-
macyoftheSyriactranslationexecuteddirectlyfromGreekandlatertranslated
intoMiddlePersian.3TheSyriacversiongaverisetoseveralArabictranslations
(presumablyinthelate8th–early9thcenturies),someofwhichpossesseda
Christianhue.4TheseinturnwererenderedintoNewPersiannotlaterthan
thefirsthalfofthe10thcentury.5SincenotasingleNewPersiantranslationof

1 Forrecensionδ*,seethecontributionsbyU.MoennigandF.Doufikar-Aertsinthisvolume,
pp.160–89and190–209respectively.

2 Nöldeke,Beiträge,esp.pp.1–24.
3 Ciancaglini,“GliantecedentidelRomanzosiriacodiAlessandro”;ead.,“TheSyriacVersion”;

seealsoWiesehöfer,“TheʻAccursedʼandtheʻAdventurerʼ”,p.128andnote48there.
4 OnthepotentialmultiplicityofArabictranslationsfromSyriac,seeDoufikar-Aerts,Alexander 

Magnus Arabicus,pp.76–90andstemmaonp.91;ontheChristiannatureofsomeArabic
versions,seeibid.,pp.71–72;Macuch,“Pseudo-CallisthenesOrientalis”,p.260;seealsobelow,
pp.212–13.

5 Thetime-periodwhentheGreekAlexander RomancewasintroducedintotheIraniantradi-
tionissubjecttocontroversy.Accordingtooneopinion,itwasincludedalreadyintheMiddle
PersianchronicleXvadāy-nāmag (“TheBookofLords”)whichstartedtakingshapesometime

© KoninklijkeBrillNV,Leiden,2016 | doi10.1163/9789004307728_010
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theGreekAlexander Romancehascomedowntous,thistranslationalmove-
ment can be reconstructed only with the help of vestiges found in early
medievalPersiantextsdealingwiththeAlexandermaterial.

Running parallel to the penetration of the Pseudo-Callisthenes into the
Perso-Arabicdomain,Alexander’sfigurewassusceptibletotheadaptivepro-
cessofIslamisation,whichbecamepossibleonaccountoftheexegeticactivity
revolving around the mysterious character of Dhū al-Qarnayn (“The Two-
Horned”), mentioned in a Qurʾanic sūra (Q 18: 83–97). According to one
interpretation,ultimatelyacceptedasauthoritative,Dhūal-Qarnaynisidenti-
fiedwithAlexandertheGreek–al-Iskandaral-Rūmī–whowassentbyGodto
subduethepeoplesoftheWorld,callingthemtothemonotheisticfaith.6The
status of Dhū al-Qarnayn in exegetical literature, however, always remained
controversial:whilesomeexegetesconcededthathewasaprophet,albeitsent
“withoutarevelation”(ghayr mursal),othersconfinedhisstatustothatof“a
piousservantofGod”(al-ʿabd al-ṣāliḥ)andavirtuousruler.7Amongthemajor
themesoftheDhūal-Qarnayntraditionarethediscussionofhisappellative;
the complex of motifs relating to the building of the Wall against Gog and

inthe6thcenturyandcomprisedasemi-officialwrittenaccountofIraniannationalhistory
throughthelensoftheSasaniandynasty(see,e.g.,Bertelʾs,“Glavnyeversii”,p.289;Hanaway,
Persian Popular Romances,pp.91–99).Another,moreplausibleview,suggeststhatAlexander
materialcouldhavebeenincorporatedintotheXvadāy-nāmagonlylater,withthelatter’s
translationandre-workingintoArabicsometimeinthe8thor9thcenturies(see,e.g.,Frye,
“TwoIranianNotes”,pp.187–88,note5;Yarshater,“IranianNationalHistory”,p.472).

6 ForadetaileddiscussionoftheQurʾanicstoryofDhūal-Qarnaynfromthehistoricalperspec-
tiveofitsformation,itsreflectioninArabicandPersiansources,aswellasavarietyofexplana-
tionsrelatingtoappellation,seeṢafavī,Iskandar,pp.269–305;Abel,“Ḏūʾ l-Qarnayn,Prophète
del’Universalité”;Wheeler,“MosesorAlexander”,andrecently,Doufikar-Aerts,Alexander 
Magnus Arabicus,pp.135–55.Inanattempttosettlechronologicaldiscrepancies,medieval
exegetesandhistorianssuggestedtheexistenceoftwoDhūal-Qarnayns:Dhūal-Qarnayn
al-Akbar(theelderDhūal-Qarnayn)andDhūal-Qarnaynal-Aṣghar(theyoungerDhūal-
Qarnayn).TheformeristheonementionedintheQurʾān;helivedaftertheProphetṢāliḥand
beforetheProphetIbrāhīm(Abraham)andisfamousforerectingtheWallagainstGogand
Magog.ThelatterisidentifiedwithIskandar-iRūmī,whoconqueredIranandwhosecounsel-
lorwasAristotle.Forexhaustivedescriptionsof thedeedsascribedtoboth figures,see
Mīrkhvānd,Tārīkh-i Rauḍat al-ṣafā,Tehran,1960–72,vol.I,pp.91–95,640–69;alsoThe History 
of al-Ṭabarī (Taʾrīkh al-rusul wa-ʾl-mulūk),vol. II: Prophets and Patriarchs(SUNYSeriesinNear
EasternStudies.BibliothecaPersica),trans.W.M.Brinner,Albany1987,p.23;The History of 
al-Ṭabarī (Taʾrīkh al-rusul wa-ʾl-mulūk),vol. IV: The Ancient Kingdoms (SUNYSeriesinNear
EasternStudies.BibliothecaPersica),trans.M.Perlmann,Albany1987,p.87.

7 See,e.g.,AbūIsḥāqal-Thaʿlabī,Kitāb qiṣaṣ al-anbiyāʾ al-musammā bi-ʾl-ʿArāʾis,Cairo1921–22,
pp.252–53;Maybudī,Kashf al-asrār,ed.Ḥikmat,vol.5,p.735.
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MagogandtothejourneythroughDarknessincludingtheWaterofLifeleg-
end;Dhūal-Qarnayn’sarrivalattheextremitiesoftheworld,etc.8

YetanotherconstituentofthemedievalPersianAlexandertraditionwasthe
ZoroastrianperceptionofAlexander;retainedmainlyinZoroastrianreligious
texts,thisperceptionperpetuatedAlexander’snegativeimageasarch-enemy
ofIran,thusreflectingvaguebutpainfulmemoriesoftheMacedoniancon-
questamplifiedbythepoliticalagendaofthelateSasanianperiod.9

Thesyncreticconfluenceoftraditionsandsourcessketchedaboveishighly
visibleinthetreatmentofAlexanderintheShāh-nāma(“TheBookofKings”)
of Firdausī (ca. 940–1020).10 While closely following a Syriac recension, the
chapter on Alexander/Iskandar in the Shāh-nāma is at the same time satu-
ratedwithIslamicmotifclusters,suchasIskandar’spilgrimagetotheKaʿba,
theSearchfortheWaterofLifeintheDarknessundertheguidanceofKhiḍr
andthesinisterencounterwiththeangelIsrāfīl,Iskandar’serectionoftheWall
against Gog and Magog, etc.11 Concurrently, there are scattered allusions to
Christian notions and practices: thus, Iskandar moves his army against the
PersiankingDārāunderthebanneronwhichthephrase“TheDevoteeofthe

8 TheseandotherthemesareexaminedindetailinDoufikar-Aerts,Alexander Magnus Ara-
bicus,pp.155–88.

9 ForanappraisalofthehostileZoroastrianviewofAlexander,includingthemain“accusa-
tions”foundinZoroastrianwritingsandtheirpossiblehistoricalgrounds,seeGignoux,
“La démonisation d’Alexandre le Grand”; Wiesehöfer, “The ʻAccursedʼ and the ʻAdven-
turerʼ”,pp.124–28.

10 TheShāh-nāmaisanepicpoemdepictingIraniannationalhistoryfromasemi-legendary
perspective,startingwiththemythologicalcreationoftheFirstManandendingwiththe
historicalMuslimconquestofIraninthe7thcentury.BasedchieflyonaNewPersianver-
sion of the Middle Persian chronicle Xvadāy-nāmag (see above, note 5), the poem is
organised around fifty periods of rulership of Iranian kings, Alexander/Iskandar being
oneofthem.Thescholarlyliteratureonvariousaspectsofthisworkisimmense.Fora
briefoverviewofFirdausī’slifeandofthestructureandepiccharacteroftheShāh-nāma,
seemostrecentlyFeuillebois-Pierunek,“L’épopéeiranienne”,pp.149–72;forasummaryof
its contents, see Fouchécour, “Une lecture”. A thorough survey of the main themes,
sourcesandchronologyofIraniannationalhistory,pertinenttotheunderstandingofthe
Shāh-nāma isfoundinYarshater,“IranianNationalHistory”.Fortranslations,seeFirdausī,
Shāh-nāma,trans.A.G.WarnerandE.Warner,9vols.,London1905–25(inverse);Firdausī,
Shāh-nāma, trans. Banu-Lahuti et al., 6 vols., Moscow 1957–89 (in verse, in Russian);
Firdausī,Shāh-nāma, trans. J.Mohl,8vols.,Paris 1876–78(inprose, inFrench); for the
most recentEnglishpartialprose translation, seeFirdausī,Shāh-nāma, trans.D.Davis,
NewYork2006.

11 SeeFirdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-MuṭlaqandUmīdsālār,vol.6,pp.48–50,lines627–
61;pp.91–95,lines1328–1405;pp.96–100,lines1421–76respectively.
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Cross” (muḥibb-i ṣalīb) is written;12 he marries Fighistān, the Indian king’s
daughter, “according to Christ’s custom” (ba-rasm-i Masīḥā);13 a bishop
(sukūbā)preparesIskandar’sbodyforburial.14TakingintoaccountFirdausī’s
well-knownfidelitytohissourcesthatprecludespoeticlicence,theIskandar
chapterintheShāh-nāma seems tobebased–throughaNewPersianinterme-
diary – on a composite Arabic version of the Pseudo-Callisthenes which
alongsidethedominantIslamiccharacterbearssomeChristiantracesincor-
poratedintoitfromaChristianArabictranslation.15

InadditiontothePseudo-Callisthenes tradition, theShāh-nāma preserves
the legacy of the Zoroastrian negative attitude towards Alexander, which is
most palpable in the chapters of the Shāh-nāma dealing with the Sasanian
dynastyanditssovereigns,i.e.,thechaptersunrelatedtothePseudo-Callisthenes 
and based on the Middle Persian chronicle Xvadāy-nāmag as their ultimate
source.16Thus,Iskandarisalludedtoastheonewhosowshostilityanddefiles
thefortunesofIraniankings;17heisdescribedastheirzealousfoe(kīna-dār-i 
suturg)18andismentionedinthesamebreathasthemostbitterenemiesof
Iran, the tyrant foreign rulers Ḍaḥḥāk the Arab and Afrāsiyāb the Turanian
(anachronisticallyidentifiedasTurk)whobroughtcalamityanddisorderonto

12 Firdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-Muṭlaq,vol.5,p.533,line54.
13 Firdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-MuṭlaqandUmīdsālār,vol.6,p.28,line351.
14 Ibid.,p.123,line1822.
15 ThisNewPersianintermediarywasmostprobablytheproseShāh-nāmaofAbūManṣūr

ibn ʿAbdal-Razzāq,whichwasbasedontheMiddlePersianXvadāy-nāmag (seeabove,
note5)andservedasFirdausī’smainsource.Alternatively,Firdausī’srelianceonaninde-
pendent composition in New Persian comprising the Pseudo-Callisthenes cannot be
excluded (see Ṣafā, Ḥamāsa-sarāyī, pp. 546–47; Ṣafavī, Iskandar, pp. 78–79). As for the
ArabicChristianisedtranslationunderlyingFirdausī’schapteronIskandar,itsnatureis
difficulttoestablish.TracesinsuchanearlyworkastheShāh-nāma would,however, con-
tradictK.F.Weymann’ssuppositionthatanArabicversionwasChristianisedratherlate,
bythecompileroftheEthiopictranslation(14th–16thcenturies);seeWeymann,Aethio-
pische und arabische Übersetzung.Moreover,therecentlydiscoveredSīrat al-Malik Iskan-
dar Dhū [sic]al-Qarnaynwhichwascopiedinthe17thcenturybyYūsufb.ʿAṭīya(known
asQuzmān)andwhichseemstobetheVorlage oftheEthiopicversion(onthis,seein
detailDoufikar-Aerts,Alexander Magnus Arabicus,pp.58–73aswellasherchapterinthis
volume,pp.200–01), notwithstandingitssubtleChristianbackground,differstoosignifi-
cantlyfromtheAlexanderstoryintheShāh-nāma toimplyanyrelationbetweenthetwo.

16 Seeabove,note5.
17 Firdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-Muṭlaq,vol.8,p.30,line368.
18 Ibid.,p.257,line3361.
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theIraniankingdomwiththeirillegitimaterule,19–allthisinglaringcontrast
toIskandar’srecognitionasalegitimateIraniankinginthesectiondevotedto
him.20 Finally, the chapter on Iskandar in the Shāh-nāma incorporates
Iskandar’sletterofconsolationtohismotherandthefuneralsayingsofGreek
philosophers(ḥakīmān-i Rūm)overhiscoffin,21whichderivefromtheArabic
wisdomliteratureonAlexander.22

ThechapteronIskandarintheShāh-nāma signifiedhistransformationin
thePersiandomainintoametahistorical,semi-mythicfigurethatattractedto
itself a host of heterogeneous cultural traditions and was receptive to addi-
tionsandmodifications.Firdausī’sversionamalgamatedsourcesandinfluences
whichwouldpermeate–invariouswaysandtodifferentdegrees–mostmedi-
eval Persian texts devoted to Iskandar after Firdausī. Among these texts,
considered below, are narrative poems Iskandar-nāma of Niẓāmī-yi Ganjavī
(ca. 1141–1209/10), Āʾīna-yi Iskandarī (“The Alexandrian Mirror”) of Amīr
KhusrauDihlavī(1253–1325)andKhirad-nāma-yi Iskandarī (“TheAlexandrian
BookofWisdom”)byʿAbdal-RaḥmānJāmī(1414–1492),aswellasfolknarra-
tivesinprose theDārāb-nāma (“TheBookofDarius”)ascribedtoAbūṬāhir-i
Ṭarsūsī (written down probably in the 12th century) and the anonymous
Iskandar-nāma (“TheBookofIskandar”;compiledbetween12th–14thcentu-
ries). As shown below, each of the texts moulded Iskandar’s character in a
distinctmanner,thusimpartingapeculiarambiancetothePersianAlexander
tradition.

19 Ibid.,p.64,lines822–28;Firdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-MuṭlaqandUmīdsālār,vol.6,
pp.180–81,lines666–69.ForanexaminationofthenegativereferencestoIskandarinthe
Shāh-nāma, their textual antecedents in Sasanian literature and the general historical
context,seeYamanaka,“Ambiguïté”.Seealsoabove,note9.

20 Itshouldbenoted,though,thattheechoes–albeitindistinct–ofthenegativeattitude
arefoundintheIskandarchapteraswell.TheseechoescomprisetheepisodeofIskan-
dar’spartitionofIranintosmallprincipalitiesatAristotle’s/Arasṭālīs’sadviceinorderto
prevent it attacking his native Rūm (= Greece; see Firdausī, Shāh-nāma, ed. Khāliqī-
Muṭlaq and Umīdsālār, vol. 6, pp. 116–18, lines 1719–45; for a summary of the episode’s
sources, see Yamanaka, “Ambiguïté”, pp. 344–48) and the motif of bad breath which
prompted the expulsion of Iskandar’s pregnant mother by her Iranian husband (see
Firdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-Muṭlaq,vol.5,pp.523–24,lines95–106;andpp.215–16
below).

21 SeeFirdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-MuṭlaqandUmīdsālār,vol.6,pp.119–22,lines1766–
1800andpp.125–27,lines1848–80respectively.

22 Seenote45below.
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 The Multifaceted Iskandar

1 An Ambiguous Heir to the Iranian Throne
A version of the Iranian national past epitomised in Firdausī’s Shāh-nāma 
ascertainsthecontinuityofIranianhistorythroughthesequenceofrulersof
Iranian descent who ascended the throne in orderly succession within the
royalfamilyandassuchwereinvestedwith“divinegrace”(thefarr)andthus
legitimised.Inordertoensurethiscontinuity,Alexander,theultimate“Other”
intheSasaniantradition,wasintegratedintheofficialIranianhistoricalcycle
throughtheaccountofhis Iranianparentage,bestrepresentedbyFirdausī’s
narrative.23 According to the gist of this narrative, Alexander/Iskandar was
bornoftheabruptly-endedmarriageofDarius/DārābwithNāhīd,daughterof
the Qayṣar of Rūm, Philip/Faylaqūs. During the nuptials Dārāb sensed bad
breath in his newly-wed, which made her instantly repugnant to him. The
resultwasthattheill-fatedgirl,alreadypregnantwithDārāb’soffspring,was
sentbacktoherfather.Toavoiddisgracetohimselfandhisdaughter,Faylaqūs
adoptsthenew-bornashisownson.Atthesametime,Dārābmarriesanother
womanandgivesbirthtoDārā.Iskandar’shalf-Iranianlineageisrevealedonly
later, during his strife with this same half-brother.24 Although the historical
versionofAlexander’soriginfromPhilipofMacedoniaandhiswifeOlympias
waswell-knowninPerso-ArabichistoriographyinFirdausī’stime,theIranian
accountofhisdescentwonoverwhelmingpopularityamongearlyArabicand
Persian historians and men of letters and acquired an almost authoritative
nature.25

23 ForaninterpretationofthereasonsunderlyingAlexander’sIranisationalongthesame
lines,seeHanaway,Persian Popular Romances,p.97;Southgate,“PortraitofAlexander”,
pp.279–80;Gaillard(trans.),AbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī, Dārāb-nāma,p.25.

24 SeeFirdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-Muṭlaq,vol.5,517–25,lines43–125.
25 Foranappraisalofanhistoricalvs.anIranianversionsofIskandar’sdescent,seeRuba-

novich, “WhySoManyStories?”,pp.203–07.Theattempt to iraniciseAlexandermight
havebeenencouragedby–orevenmodelledon–amuchearlierendeavourtomobilise
him foranationalcause,as in the Pseudo-Callisthenes and itsSyriacderivative,which
present Alexander’s concocted descent from Nectanebo (= Nectanebus), an Egyptian
kingandmagician,andQueenOlympias,Philip’swife(seeThe Greek Alexander Romance
I,1–12,trans.R.Stoneman,London1991,pp.35–44),thuscompensatingforthenational
defeat and reinstating the conqueror’s deeds in the national history. Contrary to an
opinion that Muslim historians failed to convey the version of Iskandar’s Egyptian
descent(seeDoufikar-Aerts,Alexander Magnus Arabicus,p.19),itwasinfactincircula-
tionintheIslamicworld,onthevery“margins”ofAlexander-material,especiallyfromthe
endofthe12thcenturyonwardswhenthetruesignificanceofIskandar’sIraniandescent
as a tool of the foreign conqueror’s legitimisation had receded into the background,
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NotwithstandingthelendingofIranianlineagetoIskandar,hisstatusasan
heirtotheIranianthroneisnotwithoutambiguity.ExaminedintheZoroastrian
context,themotifof thebadbreathoftheMacedonianprincessmayhintat
heralienated, impurestatusvis-à-visherIranianhusband.26WhileIskandar
wasultimatelyacceptedasIranianonaccountofhispaternallineage,hestill
remains alien on account of his mother’s foreign and, therefore, impure
origin.

Asimilarambiguity,expressedmorevehementlyandexplicitly,isfoundin
adāstān –folkepicromanceinprose–theDārāb-nāma (“TheBookofDarius”)
ascribedtoAbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsīandwrittendownsometimeinthe12thcentu-
ry.27WhilereiteratingthefamiliarstoryofNāhīd’smarriagetoandsubsequent
expulsion by the Iranian king Dārāb, the dāstān offers a complementary
accountofIskandar’sbirthandupbringing,distinguishedbytypicallyfolkloric
features. After returning home to her mother and with the time of delivery
approaching,Nāhīdsetsupatentat the footofamountainwherethesage
Aristotle/Arasṭāṭālīsdwellsinhishut.Aftergivingbirthtoabeautifulboy,the
girl,heart-broken,departs,leavingtheboyinthetent.Theboyissuckledbya
she-goatthatbelongstoanoldwomanwholives inanearbytown.Theold
womanbringstheboytothesageArasṭāṭālīs,whodiscerningthedivineradi-
ance (farr-i īzadī) emanating from the child, realises that it must be royal
offspring.ArasṭāṭālīsthennurturesandeducatesIskandar,teacheshimallthe
sciences,includingfortune-tellingandastrology,tilltheboyreacheshistenth
year. Iskandar’s dexterity in fortune-telling and dream-interpretation makes
himthetalkofthetown,butatthesametimebringsuponhimtroublesof
everysort.Afteralongperiodofwandering,adventureandhardshipIskandar

metamorphosing into just another story (see Rubanovich, “Why So Many Stories?”,
pp.205–06,220–22).

26 Seeibid.,pp.207–12.Itisnotincidentalthatinoneversionofthestory,recordedinthe
Dārāb-nāma,afterhavingsensedhiswife’srottenbreath,Dārābperformsanactofself-
purification;seeAbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī,Dārāb-nāma,ed.Ṣafā,vol.1,p.389.Thedenunciation
ofIskandar’snon-Iranianmotherbymeansofanevocativemotifofbadbreathseemsto
indicatethe“shiftofguilt”fromhisfigureontothatofhismother,thusrevealingthereti-
cenceinherentinincorporatingIskandarintotheIraniantradition.

27 On the dāstān as a genre in medieval Persian literature and on its characteristics in
connectionwithorality,seerecentlyRubanovich,“OralityinMedievalPersianLiterature”,
pp. 660–75. For the Dārāb-nāma’s translations, see Abū Ṭāhir-i Ṭarsūsī, Dārāb-nāma,
trans. N.B. Kondyreva, Moscow 2000 (into Russian); Abū Ṭāhir-i Ṭarsūsī, Dārāb-nāma,
trans.Gaillard(partialFrenchtranslationof thesecondpartwithavaluable introduc-
tion).
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chancesonhismother,isrecognisedbyherandatlastbecomestheheirappar-
entofhisgrandfatherFīlqūs/Philip,therulerofRūm.28

NotwithstandingIskandar’sIranianlineageonhispaternalsideandhisown
evolving self-identification as Iranian, in the Dārāb-nāma the purity of his
genealogyisincessantlyquestionedbyhisrivalswhomockhimas“fatherless
Rūmī” (rūmī-yi bī-pidar)29 or “fatherless offspring of a Rūmī” (rūmī-zāda-yi 
bī-pidar),alludingtohisGreekmother.30Unlike intheShāh-nāma, hishalf-
brother Dārā staunchly rejects any kinship with Iskandar, accusing him of
being a bastard (ḥarām-zāda) and his mother – promiscuous (nāpārsā).31
Iskandar’s“crisisofidentity”whichiscloselylinkedtohis(il)legitimacyasan
IranianrulerisfurtherreinforcedbyhisstrifewithBūrāndukht,thedaughter
ofthevanquishedDārā,whorisesuptoavengeherfather.IntheDārāb-nāma 
Būrāndukht is clearly identified as the bearer of Iranian national sentiment
and a host of allusions is established between her character and those of
Iranian kings and heroes of the past.32 However, the conflict between the
Iranian and the alien constituents, sharply delineated at the beginning of
Iskandar’sstory,soonfindsunexpectedresolution:surprisedbyIskandarwhile
bathinginastream,thenakedBūrāndukhtmarriesIskandarandelevateshim
totheIranianthrone.33FromnowonshezealouslyjoinsIskandarinhispro-
pheticmissionofspreadingIslamthroughconquests.34

ThethemeofdiscordbetweenthetwomaincharactersoftheDārāb-nāma
embodiestheessentialoppositionbetweenthenational(local/Iranian)con-
stituent personified in Būrāndukht and the religious (alien Rūmī/Islamic) 
component representedbyIskandar,whichisdynamicallyresolvedinthehar-

28 SeeAbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī,Dārāb-nāma,ed.Ṣafā,vol.I,pp.387–422.Foranexaminationof
thefolkloricfeaturesofthestory,seeRubanovich,“WhySoManyStories?”,pp.215–18;for
adiscussionofitsvariantsinothermedievalPersiantexts,seeibid.,pp.220–24,227–31.

29 SeeAbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī,Dārāb-nāma,ed.Ṣafā,vol.1,pp.498,505.
30 Ibid.,vol.1,p.543;vol.2,pp.36,76.
31 Ibid.,vol.1,pp.441–42,452,459.
32 Sheisrepeatedlyreferredtoasthe“queenofIran”(malika-yiĪrān orbānū-yi Īrān)and

“thedevotedloveroftheLandofIran”(dūstdār-i Īrān-zamīn).See,e.g.,ibid.,vol.1,p.543;
vol.2,pp. 15,20,23,24,27,54,60.OntheIraniannessofBūrāndukht,seealsoGaillard
(trans.),AbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī, Dārāb-nāma,pp.30–31.Hanawaygoesso faras tosuggest
that Būrāndukht might be a folk manifestation of the Zoroastrian goddess of water
Anāhītā(seeHanaway,Persian Popular Romances,pp.39–54;idem,“AnāhitāandAlexan-
der”).

33 AbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī,Dārāb-nāma,ed.Ṣafā,vol.2,p.92.
34 OnIskandarasaprophetdisseminatingthemonotheisticfaithofIslam,seebelow.
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monious fusion of the two.35 One wonders whether the peculiar picture
presentedintheDārāb-nāma mightreflectthehistorically-basedperception
ofIslamisationprocessesinIranthroughthelensofafolkstoryteller.

2 Iskandar as a World-Conqueror: A Disenchanted Peregrinator or an 
Ideal Ruler?

Iskandar’s role as the ultimate world-conqueror seems uncontested in the
Perso-Arabictradition.InallnarrativePersiansourcestheplotisbuiltaround
Iskandar’smovementintimeandspaceinhisquestforuniversalpower.Atthe
sametime,notwithstandingthepositiveepithetjahān-dār(“world-possessor”)
widelyappliedtoIskandar,hisstandingastheuniversalsovereignisnotwith-
outcontroversyinsomeofourtexts.ThedismissivestancetowardsIskandar’s
restlesspursuitofworlddominionandhisthirstforearthlypossessionsisevi-
dent, for example, in the treatment of his character in the Shāh-nāma. His
conquests lack a sense of purpose and are driven by insatiable curiosity,
turning the hero into a kind of idle peregrinator rather than a determined
world-conqueror.36 Iskandar’s failure to attain immortality, which is epito-
misedinthefamousepisodeofhissearchfortheWaterofLife,37makeshim
bothanemblemofcondemnablevanityandasymbolofman’svulnerabilityin
thefaceofDestinyandGod’sdecree.Themotifofhumanconceitandcon-
demnation of bloodshed comes to the fore in his encounters with Qaydāfa
(Candace of the Pseudo-Callisthenes), Queen of Andalus, and with Faghfūr,
KingofChina.38AlthoughFirdausīcloselyfollowstheepisodesastheyappear
intheextantSyriacrecension,motifaftermotif,hisemphasisisontheconcept
oftheidealrulerandidealkingship,pivotalfortheShāh-nāma asawhole.For
Firdausī,QaydāfaandFaghfūr exemplifytheidealsovereign:just,noble,gener-
ous, restrained in their emotional reactions, and above all, possessing the
khirad, an inborn wisdom. Their lucid distinction between virtue and sin
placesthemaboveIskandarwithhisquenchlessdesireforconquestandriches.
In her admonition of Iskandar, Qaydāfa recites the tenets that embody the
modeloftheidealruler:successisnotattainedbyaruler’spersonalprowess,
butisdeterminedbytheguidanceofGodandDestiny;hewhoshedstheblood
ofkingsdeservespunishmentintheFireofHell;gooddeedsandgenerosity
willearnaruleragoodnameingenerationstocome.Thisisinfactakindof
“MirrorforPrinces”inminiature,reflectingtheethic-moralisticstandpointof

35 SeeRubanovich,Beyond the Literary Canon,pp.403–07.
36 See,forexample,Bertelʾs,“Glavnyeversii”,pp.304–05.
37 SeeFirdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-MuṭlaqandUmīdsālār,vol.6,pp.91–96,lines1328–

420.
38 Seeibid.,pp.51–74,lines671–1055andpp.106–11,lines1551–647respectively.
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Firdausī in his monumental work. The story of Faghfūr’s visit to Iskandar’s
campintheguiseofhisownmessenger,andtheexampleofmunificenceand
humilityhegivestoIskandar,provideakindofamirror-episodetotheQaydāfa
tale.Thedidacticimportoftheirencounterdifferslittlefromthemorallesson
taughtIskandarbythenobleQueen.Theseepisodes,inadditiontohisvisitto
theBrahmans,39actastheturningpointsinIskandar’seducation:heistaught
thatimmortalityistobefoundneitherinworldconquestnorinthequestfor
universal power, but in the good name which a ruler bequeaths when he
departsfortheotherworldandwhichisearnedbyjustandbenevolentdeeds
alone.IntheShāh-nāma Iskandar, disenchantedinhiswarprowessandinhis
striving for world dominion, treads the path towards self-recognition and
understandingtheessenceofaperfectking.40

AsubstantiallydifferenttreatmentofIskandar’sfigureisgivenintheSharaf-
nāma (“TheBookofGlory”)ofNiẓāmī-yiGanjavī,whichcomprisesthe first
part of his diptich Iskandar-nāma.41 The disenchanted peregrinator of
Firdausī is transformed into an accomplished conqueror, unaffected by an
Iraniansensibility.42Hisconquests,however,arepropelledbytheurgetobring
justice to theoppressed rather than by theultimategoalofdominating the
world.43 Moreover, Iskandar’s positive representation in the Sharaf-nāma is

39 SeeFirdausī,Shāh-nāma,ed.Khāliqī-Muṭlaq,vol.4,pp.740–78,lines1056–133.
40 TheseaspectsofIskandar’srepresentationintheShāh-nāma areexaminedinKappler,

“Alexandre dans le Shāh Nāma de Firdousi”, esp. pp. 173–82; eadem, “Le roi ʻau cœur
éveilléʼ;eadem,“Alexandreetlesmerveilles”.

41 Thepoemconsistsoftwoparts:theabove-mentionedSharaf-nāma(composedafter1188)
andtheIqbāl-nāma (“TheBookofFortune”)whichisdiscussedbelow.Thedatingofthe
poemisproblematic,thewholebeingcompletedprobablyin1194.Foradetaileddiscus-
sion of the poem’s dating and dedicatees, see de Blois, Persian Literature, pp. 441–46;
idem, “Eskandar-nāma of Neżāmī”, pp. 612–13. On Niẓāmī and his works, see Bertelʾs,
“Niẓāmī”.FortheIskandar-nāma’stranslations,seeNizami,Das Alexanderbuch,Iskandar-
name,trans.J.Ch.Bürgel(ManesseBibliothekderWeltliteratur),Zürich1991(inprose);
Nizami Gyandzhevi, Iskender-name, trans. K. Lipskerov, Sobranie sochineniy v pyati 
tomakh,vol.5,Moscow1986(inverse); theSharaf-nāma istranslatedintoEnglish(see
Nizami, The Sikandar Nama, e Bara, trans. H.W. Clarke, reprint, Delhi 1995), the Iqbāl-
nāma intoItalian(seeNezamîdiGanjè,Il libro della fortuna di Alessandro,trans.C.Sac-
cone,Milan1997).

42 NiẓāmīprefersthehistoricalversionofIskandar’soriginfromFīlqūs/Philip,labellingall
otheraccounts“nonsensicaltalk”.Forthepoet’streatmentofIskandar’sbirth,seeRuba-
novich,“WhySoManyStories?”,pp.212–15.

43 Thus,Iskandar’scampaignagainstDārāismotivatedbyhisdesiretorelievehisownpeo-
pleoftheburdenoftaxespaidtotheIranianking,whoisdepictedasarrogantandunwise
(see Niẓāmī, Sharaf-nāma, ed. B.Tharvatiyān,Tehran 1989, pp. 179–85, esp. pp. 182–83,
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notmarredbytheepisodeswhichhavetheirsourceinFirdausī’sunfavourable
accounts, i.e., Iskandar’sencounterswithQueenNūshāba(correspondingto
Firdausī’sQaydāfa)andwiththeKhāqānofChina(correspondingtoFirdausī’s
Faghfūr).WhilepossessingunflatteringundertonesinFirdausī’sversion, these
episodesintheSharaf-nāma aremitigatedbyIskandar’sexpressionsofmag-
nanimity, losing much of their didactic import.44 In the same manner,
Iskandar’sattempttofindtheWaterofLifeisnotperceivedasafailureora
signofvanityinviewofthehero’sgradualdevelopmentfromworldconqueror
tophilosopher-kingguidedbysages,andultimately,aprophetofmonotheism
(seebelow).WhereasFirdausīaccentuatesIskandar’simperfectionstoenable
him (and the reader) to understand the nature of the perfect ruler, Niẓāmī
unhesitatinglyportraysIskandarassuch,emphasisinghisconcernwithfight-
ing injustice and bringing prosperity to his subjects – dimensions typically
required of the ideal ruler according to medieval Perso-Muslim concepts of
kingship.

3 Iskandar as Philosopher-King and Prophet
The perception of Iskandar as philosopher-king is rooted in early Arabic
sources, such as the Epistolary Romance which includes correspondence
between Alexander and Aristotle, the ḥikam tradition of wise maxims and
anecdotes ascribed to Iskandar, and the funerary sentences of philosophers
uttered during his interment.45 In medieval Persian literature, however,
ḥikam collections have not gained the same popularity and the view of
Iskandar as philosopher-king is best reflected in large narrative forms. The
mostimportantrepresentationofthiskindisfoundintheIqbāl-nāma, thesec-
ondpartofNiẓāmī’sIskandar-nāma.Whereasthefirstpartofthediptich,the

lines68–75);hisconquestofEgyptislaunchedafterthelocalsaskedforhishelpinliber-
ating themfromtheoppressionof theZangīs (roughly identifiedwithEthiopians; see
ibid.,pp.131–32);hissubjugationoftheDerbendfortressisaimedateliminatingtherob-
berswhoattackpassingcaravans(seeibid.,pp.329–38).

44 ForNiẓāmī’streatmentoftheNūshābaepisode,seeRubanovich,“Re-writingtheEpisode
ofAlexanderandCandace”,pp.132–34,139–40.Significantly,Qaydāfa’saccusationsthat
Iskandar isnotaversetobloodshedarecounteracted inNiẓāmī’sportrayalof thehero
citing examples of his disposition to nonviolence, even towards his foes. On this, see
Bürgel, “Conquérant”, pp. 66–70; idem, “Krieg und Frieden”; idem, “Nonviolence”, esp.
pp.77–79.

45 Fora surveyof theArabicwisdomliteratureasa significantcomponentof theArabic
Alexander tradition, see Doufikar-Aerts, Alexander Magnus Arabicus, pp. 93–133, espe-
ciallypp.102–20,123–28.SeealsoBertelʾs,“Glavnyeversii”,pp.306–14.Foritasasourceof
medievalEuropeanAlexandertradition,seeDoufikar-Aerts,“Influencesarabes”.
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Sharaf-nāma, is plotted around Iskandar’s campaigns across the world, the
Iqbāl-nāmaislooselystructuredarounddiverseself-sustainingtalesandpara-
bles, each demonstrating some moral-ethical or philosophical issues.46 In
thesetalesNiẓāmīdrawsonconceptsprevalentduringhistime,whenoccult
sciences–amongthemalchemy,astrologyandmagic,–medicineandmusic
wereconsideredpartandparcelofthephilosophicalstock.47Thetalesarefol-
lowedbyIskandar’sdisputewiththeIndiansage(ḥakīm)andbyaphilosophical
discussionontheoriginsoftheuniverseamongIskandarandthesevenphi-
losophers – Arasṭū (Aristotle),Vālīs (Thales), Balīnās (Apollonius ofTyana),
Suqrāṭ (Socrates), Farfūriyūs (Porphyry), Hirmis (HermesTrismegistus), and
Aflaṭūn (Plato).48 Significantly, contrary to Iskandar’s representation in the
Shāh-nāmaasseekingwisdomandadvicefromothers,intheIqbāl-nāma he
supersedeshiscompanionsinsagacityandphilosophicaldiscernment,serving
as the focal point (nuqṭa-gāh) of their circle. In accordance with Niẓāmī’s
dynamic conception of his hero, after having achieved perfection in philo-
sophical knowledge, Iskandar moves to the ultimate stage of development,
thatofthemonotheisticprophet.49

WhilefollowingIskandar’sidentificationwiththeQurʾanicDhūal-Qarnayn,
Niẓāmī expands and transforms theconventional framework of theDhūal-
Qarnayn narrative.50Thus, Iskandar goes on his mission equipped with the
philosophical knowledge described in the three Books of Wisdom (khirad-
nāma)presentedtohimbyAristotle,PlatoandSocrates.51Contrarytousual
depictionsofIskandarDhūal-Qarnaynasconvertinginfidelsbythesword(see
below),Niẓāmī’sheroispeacefulandtolerant,andhismissionaryactivityis

46 SeeNiẓāmī,Iqbāl-nāma,ed. Tharvatiyān,pp.73–123.
47 No comprehensive research has yet been done on the possible sources and import of

Niẓāmī’sphilosophicaltalesasawhole.ThefirststepsinthisdirectionweremadebyJ.Ch.
Bürgel;seeBürgel,“Geheimwissenschaften”;idem,“OccultSciences”;idem,“Wettstreit”;
idem, “Conquérant”, pp. 71–72; idem, “On Some Sources of Nizāmī’s Iskandarnāma”,
pp.24–30.

48 SeeNiẓāmī,Iqbāl-nāma,ed. Tharvatiyān,pp.123–41.
49 Ibid.,pp.141–46.Niẓāmī’striadof“conqueror–philosopher–prophet”seemstobetray

his acquaintance with the political philosophy of al-Fārābī (d. 950); see Bürgel, “Con-
quérant”,p.66;idem,“L’attituded’Alexandre”,pp.54–55.

50 Seepp.211–12above.
51 SeeNiẓāmī,Iqbāl-nāma,ed. Tharvatiyān,pp.147–62.Niẓāmī’spreoccupationwithGreek

philosophyandphilosophersintheIqbāl-nāmaappearstoreflecthisfavourablestance
towards the latterandshouldbeappraisedagainst thebackdropofhistorical tensions
between theological orthodoxy and certain philosophical strands in Islam during the
poet’stime.SeeBürgel,“L’attituded’Alexandre”,pp.53–56.
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notemphasised.52Finally,asaresultofhisencounterwithanidealcommu-
nity where no ruler or governmental institutions exist, where people are
prosperous,justandequal,Iskandarabandonshispropheticmissionasredun-
dant.53Niẓāmī’stripleanddynamicconceptofthehero,depictinghisgradual
evolutionfromworldconquerortophilosopher-kingtomonotheisticprophet
whoadmitsthepossibilityofacommunityself-guidedbysacredknowledge
withoutaneedforaruleroraprophet,issingular,insofarasIskandar’spor-
trayalinthePerso-Arabicdomainisconcerned.

Indeed, the two later poems, Āʾīna-yi Iskandarī of Amīr Khusrau Dihlavī
(completed in 1299–1300) and Khirad-nāma-yi Iskandarī by ʿAbd al-Raḥmān
Jāmī (completed ca. 1485),54 although written in response to Niẓāmī’s
Iskandar-nāma,offerastaticimageofIskandarasanidealruleranddifferin
theirapproachtohisrepresentationasaphilosopher-kingandprophet.The
differencescaninpartbeattributedtothedesireofthetwopoetsnottorepeat
their predecessor who, in Amīr Khusrau’s expression, “took the filtered (i.e.
clear)wine[ofIskandar’sstory]andleftthesedimenttous”.55AmīrKhusrau
thusomitsmostofthestoriesrelatedbyNiẓāmī,providinghisownversionsof
those which he keeps.56 Moreover, he polemicises with his predecessor on
Iskandar’s prophetic status, stating that according to his inquiries (taḥqīq),
Iskandarwasnotaprophet(payghambar),butapersoninvestedwithsanctity

52 Bürgel,“Conquérant”,pp.73–74,andnote44above.
53 SeeNiẓāmī,Iqbāl-nāma,ed. Tharvatiyān,pp.209–13,lines95–175,esp.lines167,168,and

170:“ʻHadIseenthispeopleearlier,/Iwouldn’thavecircumventedtheworld.//Iwould
havesitinacornerofsomemountain/worshippingGod.ʼ//When[Iskandar]saw(those
people’s)religionanddevotion,/herenouncedcompletely[his]prophethood”.Thegist
oftheepisodeisgiveninBertelʾs,“Glavnyeversii”,p.334;Bürgel,“Conquérant”,pp.74–76;
Casari,“Alessandro”,pp.31–33.ForexaminationoftheepisodeofthePerfectCityinterms
ofautopiansocietyandterrestrialparadiseandforpossiblesourcesandparallels, see
Bertotti,“VedutediCittàPerfette”;Casari,“Alessandro”,pp.34–43;idem,“Unlieudetra-
duction”,pp.389–93.

54 OnAmīrKhusrauandhisworks,seeSchimmel,“AmīrḴosrowDehlawī”;onthesourcesof
theĀʾīna-yi Iskandarī,seePiemontese,“SourcesandArt”;forthepoem’stranslation,see
AmirKhusrau,Lo Specchio Alessandrino,trans.A.M.Piemontese(Medioevoromanzoe
orientale.Testi,5),SoveriaMannelli1999.OnJāmī’slifeandworks,seeBertelʾs,“Dzhami”;
Losensky,“Jāmi”.

55 AmīrKhusrauDihlavī,Āʾīna-yi Iskandarī,ed.Mīrsayyidūf,p.26,line388.
56 See,forexample,theextensiveaccountofIskandar’swaragainsttheKhāqānofChina,

which, according to Amīr Khusrau, is based on what he read in chronicles other than
those used by Niẓāmī (Amīr Khusrau Dihlavī, Āʾīna-yi Iskandarī, ed. Mīrsayyidūf,
pp.47–106,esp.pp.47–48, lines697–701).Fora summaryof thecontents, seeBertelʾs,
“Glavnyeversii”,pp.336–49.
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(vilāyat)andgrantedthepowersofdiscoveryandmiraculousdeeds(kashf-u 
karāmāt).57Inthismanner,theIskandarofAmīrKhusrauisfirstandforemost
anexplorerandaninventor.58Asforthephilosophicalfacetofthepoem,Amīr
Khusrau’sheroisinterestedinphilosophicalknowledgeofapractical,utilitar-
iankindwhichcouldbeappliedtoinventions.Ancientphilosophyasatoolfor
independent thinking and reasoning is condemned and its followers are
doomed to death.59 Amīr Khusrau introduces into his Āʾīna-yi Iskandarī a
lengthyepisodeinvolvingIskandar’sstrugglewiththeGreekphilosopherswho
declinedhiscalltoconverttothetruereligiononthebasisoftheirpredilection
forthe“lightofthereason”(nūr-i khirad)attheexpenseofrevelationbrought
bymessengers(firistādagān),i.e.prophets.60TheGreeksfightvaliantlyagainst
Iskandar,butarefinallyvanquishedwhentheirlandisfloodedasaresultof
Iskandar’sruse,onlythreeemergingalive–Falāṭūn/Plato,GHRQĪL(Heraclite?)
and Farfīlqūs (Porphyry? or Paraclete?).61 Of the three, Plato consents to
Iskandar’srequesttocounselhimonhisvoyages.62

WhileintheĀʾīna-yi Iskandarī philosophyisclearlycontraposedtoIslamic
faith and religion, and the view of Iskandar as philosopher-king is not pro-
moted,theKhirad-nāma-yi Iskandarī ofJāmīoffers–atfirstsight–apictureof
IskandarthatismuchclosertotheonecreatedbyNiẓāmī.Iskandar’snatureas
anidealrulerisdeterminedbythefactthatheischosenbythepeopletorule
overthemafterhisfather’sdeath.63JāmīsurroundshisprotagonistwithGreek
philosophers who teach, guide and counsel him from childhood to death.
Theirwiseadvicecomeintheformofsevenkhirad-nāmas,“booksofwisdom”,
which are clearly modelled on the three khirad-nāmas in Niẓāmī’s Iqbāl-
nāma.64 At the same time, their contents have nothing to do with Greek

57 AmīrKhusrauDihlavī,Āʾīna-yi Iskandarī,ed.Mīrsayyidūf,pp.27–28,lines406–10.
58 ConspicuousexamplesofIskandar’sinquisitivecharacteraretheinventionofastrolabe

byArasṭū/Aristotleunderhisguidance(seeAmīrKhusrauDihlavī,Āʾīna-yi Iskandarī,ed.
Mīrsayyidūf,pp.154–56)andhisexplorationoftheocean(seeibid.,pp.237–76).Thelat-
terepisodeisexaminedindetailinPiemontese,“LesubmersileAlexandrin”;Casari,“The
KingExplorer”,pp.191–99.

59 For the poet’s invective, see Amīr Khusrau Dihlavī, Āʾīna-yi Iskandarī, ed. Mīrsayyidūf,
pp.178–81.

60 Ibid.,p.185.
61 Ibid.,pp.182–96.SeealsoBürgel,“L’attituded’Alexandre”,pp.56–57.
62 ItseemsthatinthisworkPlatoandAristotlearedissociatedfromthebulkofGreekphi-

losophers–aparticular,whichneedsfurtherinquiry.
63 SeeBertelʾs,“Glavnyeversii”,pp.353–54.
64 InadditiontoAristotle,SocratesandPlatoinNiẓāmī’sversion,Jāmīincludestheadvice

ofPythagoras,Hermes,HippocratesandAsclepius,promotingthelattertothestatusof
philosopher.
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philosophy;instead,JāmīemploysthemtounfoldSufitenetsandideals,typi-
calof therestofhispoetic legacy.65Dueto theattenuatednarrative,which
giveswaytoacollectionofwisdompreceptsof theḥikam type, thedistinct
traitsofIskandar’scharacterareimpossibletodetermine:heservesasmouth-
pieceforJāmī’sethicalandasceticconcepts.

A fascinating development of the theme of Iskandar’s prophethood is
offeredbytwomedievalfolkromancesinprose,whosepeculiartreatmentof
hischaracterisdescribedinaseparatediscussionbelow.

4 Iskandar through the Lens of Folk Tradition
TwomedievalAlexanderromancesinprose(dāstāns)havecomedowntous,
which have firm roots in the oral storytelling tradition.66 One is the anony-
mousIskandar-nāma(“TheBookofAlexander”)writtendownprobablyinthe
12thcenturyandredactedinthe14thcentury.67TheotheristheDārāb-nāma
mentionedabove,68whichcanbedividedintotwoparts:thefirsttellingthe
storyof Iskandar’s fatherDārāb,hence its title,while theseconddealswith
Iskandarper se.Atfirstapproximation,theseromancesfurnishaportrayalof
IskandarasknownfromtheShāh-nāma ofFirdausīandespecially fromthe
Iskandar-nāma ofNiẓāmī:apiousandjustkingofIranianlineage,aprophet,
whose circumvention of the world is propelled by a divine mission to fight
idolatryandspreadthe“truefaith”(dīn-i ḥaqq),i.e.Islam.Atthesametime,a
closereadingrevealsthatwhereastheanonymousIskandar-nāma partiallyfol-
lowstheoutlineoftheIskandarchapterinFirdausī’sepicandtheDārāb-nāma
demonstrates some motif affinities with that of Niẓāmī, the similarities are
superficialatmostandthetreatmentofIskandarinthetwodāstānspresents
a highly idiosyncratic picture, incongruous with his portrayal in the epic
poems.

In the anonymous Iskandar-nāma Iskandar is represented first and fore-
most as ghāzī, a religious warrior, annihilating or converting infidels and
sacrificingtheprinciplesofjustruleforthereligiouscause.69Hisactionsare

65 Onthis,seeBertelʾs,“Glavnyeversii”,p.362;Feuillebois-Pierunek,“Lesfiguresd’Alexandre”,
pp.196–97.

66 Onthegenre,seenote27above.
67 For the stages of its composition and redaction, see Rubanovich, “Reconstruction of a

Storytelling Event”; for its partial translation, see Iskandarnamah. A Persian Medieval 
Alexander Romance,trans.M.S.Southgate(PersianHeritageSeries,No.31),NewYork1978.

68 Seenote27above.
69 SeeIskandar-nāma,ed.Afshār,p.70:  “Religion(faith) isabovekingdomandkingship”

(dīn bālātar az mulk-u pādshāhī).The narrator seems to be conscious of the polemics
around the prophetic status of Iskandar Dhū al-Qarnayn and backs his prophethood



225AHeroWithoutBorders:3

prompted by “divine inspiration” (ilhām-i rabbānī), and he is assisted by an
angelwhoguideshiminhismission.Correspondingly,thefigureofAristotle/
Arasṭāṭālīs is stripped of any philosophical significance and reduced to the
king’s vizier, slavishly executing his orders. Iskandar’s holy war justifies all
means–“ThefaithandIslamwillcoverupforallthewrong-doings”70–andis
theonlywaytogainabsolutionfromsinandearnGod’sbenevolence.Thus,the
ethical-moral aspect of nonviolence pivotal to Iskandar’s representation by
Firdausī and Niẓāmī does not exercise any influence in the anonymous
Iskandar-nāma and giveswaytotheprecedenceofsacredwar(jihād orghazā)
astheproperreligiousconductofaruler.71Thissimplifiedviewseemstobe
linkedtotheIskandar-nāma’soriginsinapopularstrainwithinIslamicexeget-
ical literature, embodied in the genre of qiṣaṣ al-anbiyāʾ (“The Tales of the
Prophets”)andQurʾaniccommentaries(tafsīr)ofamorefolkvariety.72

WiththeemphasisonIskandar’sreligiouszeal,theattributesoftheideal
ruleradvocatedintheShāh-nāma andtheIskandar-nāmaofNiẓāmī,aswellas
in the poems of Amīr Khusrau Dihlavī and Jāmī – magnanimity, generosity,
righteousness, modesty and moderation – seem to lose their relevance.The
Iskandarofthisfolkromanceisatricksterwhosecunning(makr)andruses
(ḥīla) are described positively by the narrator;73 his greediness is not con-
demned;heisfarfrombraveconstantlyturningforhelptohisfairywife,the

indirectly, through comparison with such incontestable prophetic figures as Moses,
DanielandparticularlySolomon(ontheexplicitanalogybetweenSolomon/Sulaymān
andIskandar,seebelow,pp.226–27).

70 īmān va islām hama-yi badīhā bipūshānad;seeIskandar-nāma,ed.Afshār,p.616.
71 Foradiscussionofviolenceasakey-featureinthecharacterofIskandarintheanony-

mousIskandar-nāma,seeRubanovich,Beyond the Literary Canon,pp.310–11,340–44.For
emphasisonnonviolenceinthetreatmentofthecharacterbyFirdausīandNiẓāmī,see
above.An interesting, ifunconvincing,attempttoprovideanhistoricalbackgroundto
Iskandar’s depiction as ghāzī as reflecting the military religious campaigns of Sultan
MaḥmūdofGhazna(r.998–1030),ismadebyVenetis,Persian Prose Alexander Romance,
pp.81–110.

72 ForananalysisofthesourcesoftheanonymousIskandar-nāma,seeRubanovich,Beyond 
the Literary Canon,pp.115–30,157–63.

73 See,forinstance,Iskandar-nāma,ed.Afshār,pp.16–18,58–78,244–45.Themanifestations
ofAlexander/IskandarastricksterarefoundalreadyintheGreekAlexander Romance(for
discussion,seeStoneman,“FromHistorytoFiction”,pp.123–24,126)aswellas inearly
Islamichistoriography,whereIskandarisdescribedas“aslyandcunningman”(mard-ī 
muḥtāl-u gurbuz;seeAbūal-FaḍlBayhaqī,Tārīkh-i Masʿūdī,ed.S.Nafīsī,3vols.,Tehran
1940–53,vol.1,p.101).ThepositiveviewofacraftyrulerintheIskandar-nāma maypossi-
blyreflecttheconceptofthepoliticalusefulnessofintrigueandruseinIslamicstates-
manship(seeIgnatenko,“Intriga”,esp.pp.110–11).
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mightywarriorArāqīt.Themostsingularfeatureofthisnarrative,however,is
Iskandar’speculiarrelationshipswithwomen.InsharpcontrastwithIskandar’s
typicalrepresentationinIslamicsourcesasreservedandevenpractisingsex-
ual abstinence,74 the anonymous Iskandar-nāma is replete with blunt
referencesastoIskandar’ssensualnatureandtohisvirility,depictinghimas
“voluptuousandextremelylustfulforwomen”.75Ponderingthisdevelopment,
W.HanawaysuggestsconsideringitasaprojectionontheportrayalofIskandar
of“…aperenniallycomicfigure,thatofthemanwithmultiplewivesandall
theattendantproblems”,connectingitto“theconflict inherentinthemale-
dominated,femalesecludingsocietyofmedievalIran…”.76Thesensualfacetof
Iskandar’scharacterintheanonymousIskandar-nāma,however,possessesa
clearlypositiveovertone,beinggrantedadual“authorisation”bythenarrator.
Thefirstisbasedonroyalgovernance:inhiscapacityaspowerfulking,Iskandar
shouldbeabletoprovidetheneedsofhisharemreadilyandequally,for“the
kings have no choice in this matter”,77 while his might is actually appraised
accordingtothenumberofdaughtersofsubduedkingsfoundinhisseraglio.78
Thesecondtypeof“authorisation”isofatheologicalnatureanddovetailswith
the origins of the Iskandar-nāma in popular exegetic literature; it is best
expressedinthecharacter’sownwords:“SinceIgrewupandbecameaman,
Imarriedseventytwowomen.Theywereallvirgins.Andinthewritingsofthe
prophets (kutub-i payghambarān), Peace be upon Them, the God Almighty
commanded:ʻMarryvirginssothatyourhouseholdwouldremainflourishing
and prosperous!ʼ”79 Furthermore, close examination of the text reveals that
Iskandar’s representation inthe Iskandar-nāma ismodelledonthe figureof
the prophet Solomon/Sulaymān. The basis of such a representation is pro-
videdbyasetofdistincttraitscommontoIskandarandSulaymāninexegetical

74 See,forexample,ʿUnṣural-MaʿālīKayKāvūs,Qābūs-nāma,ed.Ḡ.-Ḥ.Yūsufī,Tehran1996,
p.130;Niẓāmal-Mulk,Siyar al-mulūk also known as Siyāsat-nāma of Nizam al-Mulk,ed.H.
Darke,Tehran1962,p.229;Abūal-Manṣūral-Thaʿālibī,Taʾrīkh ghurar akhbār mulūk al-
Furs wa siyyarihim,ed.andtrans.H.Zotenberg,Tehran1963[Or.publ.Paris,1900],pp.413,
430.ForAlexander’scharacterisationasonewho“abstainedfromwomen”(kāna zāhidan 
fī-ʾl-nisāʾ),seeibid.,p.443.

75 SeeIskandar-nāma,ed.Afshār,p.309.
76 Hanaway,Persian Popular Romances,p.126.
77 vapādshāhān-rā az īn chāra nabāshad;seeIskandar-nāma,ed.Afshār,p.407.
78 Seeibid.,p.757.
79 Seeibid.,p.154.Foradditionalmanifestationsofthesamethematicstrand,seeRubano-

vich, Beyond the Literary Canon, pp. 313–17. On the benefits of polygamy and regular
sexual intercourse for a Muslim believer as reflected in Islamic theological writings,
seeBürgel,“Love,LustandLonging”,pp.86–87.
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literature, resulting in the perception of the two as homologous figures.80
Iskandar’srelationshipwithwomenisoneofthethematicfocithatcorrelate
withSulaymān’s vita.Sulaymān’simageasaprodigiousloveriswellattestedin
variousIslamicsources,whichnotonlyspecifythevastnumberofwivesand
concubines,butalsodepicthisunusualsexualprowess,linkingittohismili-
tary prowess in the holy war against the infidel.81 Moreover, Arāqīt, the
principal woman character in the Iskandar-nāma, appears to be based on
Queen Bilqīs, Sulaymān’s famous spouse.Their resemblance is manifest not
onlyintheirmixed–half-human,half-demonic–origin(Arāqītwasbornofa
human mother and a demonic father, “exactly like Bilqīs”, as the narrator
claims82),butalsointheiranalogousrolesinthefaceofthemaleauthorityof
theircounterparts.Despitetheirvalianteffortstoretaintheirindependenceas
sovereignqueensandaswomen,theyhavetoacceptmaledominationonboth
planes – political and personal. For Muslim exegetes emphasis on the virile
facetofSulaymān’scharacterservedasadditionalconfirmationofhispower
andauthorityasauniversalruler.Exactlythesameaspectishighlightedbythe
narratorofthe Iskandar-nāma inhissummaryofIskandar’sexploits:“There
appearedIskandar,whoconqueredthewholeworld,vanquishedalltherulers,
subjugatedthemall,laidtheworldundertribute,weddeddaughtersofevery
ruler,andmadeArāqītrenounceherkingdomforhissake…”.83Theidiosyn-
craticrelationshipofIskandarwithwomen,which,foramodernreadermight
conveyanimpressionof“profoundculturalirony”,84infactinvolvednoirony
onthepartof thenarratorwho followedclosely theprototypicalpatternof
ProphetSulaymān.

In the Dārāb-nāma thecharacterof Iskandar isno lessperplexing.Apart
fromtheproblematicnatureofhisstatusasanIraniankingdiscussedabove,
Iskandar isdepictedinaconspicuouslynon-heroic fashion:he is indecisive,
timid and almost cowardly, heavily reliant on the military aid of his wife
Būrāndukht.85AlthoughasayouthIskandaristaughtallknowledge(hunarhā)

80 ThespecificwaysinwhichtheparallelismbetweenIskandarandSulaymānismanifested
in the anonymous Iskandar-nāma are elaborated in Rubanovich, Beyond the Literary 
Canon,pp.364–87.

81 See,e.g.,Maybudī,Kashf al-asrār,ed.Ḥikmat,vol.7,p. 191; Ismāʿīlb. ʿUmaribnKathīr,
al-Bidāya wa-ʾl-nihāya,ed. ʿA.Shīrī,8vols.,Beirut1992–93,vol.2,pp.35–36;Tarjuma-yi 
Tafsīr-i Ṭabarī,ed.Ḥ.Yaghmāʾī,7vols.,Tehran1960–89,vol.5,pp.1229–30.

82 SeeIskandar-nāma,ed.Afshār,p.364.
83 Ibid.,p.757.
84 Hanaway,Persian Popular Romances,p.128.
85 Forexamples,seeAbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī,Dārāb-nāma,ed.Ṣafā,vol.I,pp.398,424,433–34,

479,vol.2,p.479.SeealsoGaillard(trans.),AbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī, Dārāb-nāma,p.15.
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by Arasṭāṭālīs and becomes accomplished in the arts, medicine, astrology,
physiognomy, dream-interpreting, geometry and philosophy, later on, as a
result of a heated argument between them, the acquired knowledge eludes
Iskandar.Sincethat time,weare told,he isunableeither toreada letteror
interpret a dream, becoming an ignoramus (chunān shud ki mardum-i 
nādān).86Fromthatmomenton,Iskandarisnobetterthananunwittingcom-
moner (‘āmmī), dependent on the advice of Greek and Indian sages who
accompanyhiminhisvoyages.Moreover,incontrasttothetraditionalrepre-
sentationsofIskandarasauniversalrulerinPerso-Islamicliterature,including
theworksdiscussedabove,intheDārāb-nāma heisnotinterestedinexercis-
ingpoliticalswayovertheUniverse;heisindifferenttowardssymbolsofpower
andatacertainpointinhisvoyagesevenrepudiateshiskingshipinfavourof
Būrāndukht.87 This highly unusual representation led scholars to interpret
Iskandar almost as an “anti-hero” and to emphasise the positive role of
Būrāndukhtas therealheroof theromance,explainingsuchpeculiar treat-
ment as a vestige of the pre-Islamic Zoroastrian tradition, overtly hostile to
Alexander.88

ThisinterpretationofIskandar’scharacter,however,talliesneitherwiththe
narrator’sviewwhichinvitestheaudiencetolookatIskandar’slifeandfollow
the example of “this just king”,89 nor with the positive description of his
prophetic status as “a teacher of the God’s religion”, i.e. Islam.90 Iskandar’s
prophethoodprovidesapropercontextforunderstandinghisostensibleinept-
itude.Theepisodeof the lossof Iskandar’sacquiredknowledgecanbestbe
interpretedintermsofhisinitiationintopropheticstatus.Inordertobecome
theperfecttoolforexercisingGod’swill,Iskandarisdeprivedofhisownvoli-
tionandindependenceembodiedintheacquiredskillswhichhadrendered
himself-sufficient.Heishumbledandbecomesanemptyvessel,readytotake
in and convey the prophetic message.91 Iskandar’s transformation into an
ignoramus seems to parallel the concept of ummī, “illiterate”, linked to the
ProphetMuḥammad.Muḥammad’silliteracy,i.e.,hiswantofanyotherknowl-

86 SeeAbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī,Dārāb-nāma,ed.Ṣafā,vol. I,p.447.Fortheentireepisode,see
ibid.,pp.442–49.

87 Seeibid.,vol.2,p.93;alsopp.239,336,521.
88 SeeGaillard(trans.),AbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī, Dārāb-nāma,pp.14,23–29;eadem,“Alexandre”;

Hanaway,Persian Popular Romances,pp.118,126–27.
89 dar ḥāl-i Iskandar naẓar-ī kun va az ān pādshāh-i ʿādil ʿibrat-ī gīr; Abū Ṭāhir-i Ṭarsūsī,

Dārāb-nāma,ed.Ṣafā,vol.2,p.579.
90 Seeibid.,p.356.
91 SeeRubanovich,Beyond the Literary Canon,pp.394–98.
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edgebesides thatofGod,makeshimsusceptible toGod’smessage.92 In the
sameway, Iskandar’s renunciationofworldlypower in favourofhis Iranian
wifeshouldbeinterpretedasyetanotherstepintherealisationofhisprophet-
hood:indeed,onlyafterhavingrelinquishedthethrone,doesIskandarembark
onhispropheticmissionaroundtheworld.

 Conclusion

MedievalPersianliteraturehasenrichedtheAlexandertraditionwithmulti-
fariousaccounts,fromwhichAlexanderemergesasacomplexandpolyvalent
figure.ThepoemsofFirdausī,Niẓāmī,AmīrKhusrauDihlavīandJāmīhigh-
light–eachintheirownwayandform–ethical-didacticpreceptsrelevantto
theirtime.Withfolkproseromancesoneenterstherealmofpopularreligios-
itywithitsleaningtowardssyncretismandtheharmonisationofheterogeneous,
andattimesnoteasilyreconcilable,elements.Thedualtendencytoiranicise
andislamicisethehero,thuselevatinghimtothestatusofpiousIranianking
permeatedbyreligiouszeal,reflectsaconceptionofIskandaranchoredinfolk
storytellingontheonehandandinpopularreligiousliteraturewithitsloose
exegeticaltechniquesontheother.Consequentlytheepicandphilosophical
aspectsthatunderliethepoeticversionsoftheAlexander Romancearepushed
intothebackground,deemedirrelevanttotheworldviewpropagatedbythe
romances through the character of Iskandar. Taken as a whole, the Persian
medievalAlexandertraditionlendsthetaleofAlexanderitspeculiarflavour
providingmodernreadersandscholarsalikewithanopportunitytoapproach
thecreativeimaginationofmedievalpoetsandfolkstorytellers.
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Chapter9

Tales of the Trojan War: Achilles and Paris in 
Medieval Greek Literature

Renata Lavagnini

InGreekfictionalliteratureinthevernacular,thelongandillustriousHomeric
traditionismainlyrepresentedbytwoworks.Thefirstandlong-timeneglected
text,theso-calledByzantine Iliad, was firstpublishedin1975froma16th-cen-
turymanuscript.1Aswewillseeinmoredetailbelow,theauthormodelledthe
Trojan material according to the patterns of the Palaiologan vernacular
romances,ofwhichitseemstobeabelatedepigone.Thus,thereaderwillbe
surprisedtofindsuchamajordeformationoftheheroicmythofTroyprecisely
in the milieu of that Greek world in which it had come into being. In this
respect,theHomericcharacteristicsofthemainprotagonist,Paris,canhardly
berecognized.

EvenmoredistantfromtheancientmodelisAchilles,theprotagonistofthe
secondtextIwilldealwith,namelytheAchilleid,whichactuallypresentsall
thefeaturesofatypicalromanceoflove,andonlyharksbacktotheTrojanWar
and itsheroes in the title.However, itmakessense toreadthese twoworks
withintheByzantineHomerictradition,inordertobetterevaluateontheone
handthekindofdistortiontheHomericmaterialwasgivenand,ontheother,
toidentifythepathwayitfollowedinitsdisseminationthroughthemedieval
world,bothEastandWest.

 Homer’s Ancient and Early Byzantine Readings

Alreadyintheancientperiod,therewere,alongsidetheIliad,cyclicalpoems
thatendeavouredtoexplaintheeventsleadinguptotheTrojanWarandits
aftermath.Lateron, theHomericmaterialwaselaborated by the tragedians
and taken up in the Hellenistic age by mythographers. Subsequently, in the
firstcenturiesofourera, itwasreorganizedinromanceformthankstotwo
worksthathavecomedowntousinlaterLatinversions,theEphemerides of the 

1 Paris,BibliothèquenationaledeFrance,Par.suppl.gr.926,ed.Nørgaard/Smith,A Byzantine 
Iliad.
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Trojan War by Dictys Cretensis and the History of the Destruction of Troy by
DaresPhrygius.2Dictys’textwasbasedonaGreekoriginal,somepapyrifrag-
mentsofwhichhavebeenfound,3Dares’workisalsolikelytobebasedonan
existingGreek text;neither,however, isextant.Bothworksarepresentedas
beingeyewitnessaccountsoftheevents:Dictys,aCretansoldierwhohadpar-
ticipatedintheTrojanWar,allegedlywroteadiaryinsixvolumesinPhoenician
characters, which was translated into Latin at the time of Nero (54–68 AD),
allegedlybyacertainLuciusSeptimius.Daresinturn,accordingtowhatthe
introductoryletter–falselyattributedtoCorneliusNepos–maintains,wasa
Trojan, who also directly participated in the events.The two works make a
commonclaimtoprovideamoretruthfulandcompletenarrationofthevicis-
situdesoftheTrojanWarthantheHomericaccount,whichissteepedinmyth
andlegend.BothDares’andDictys’compilationsactuallygobacktothetime
oftheSecondSophistic(1st-early3rdcenturyAD).Theyreflecttheneedforthe
rationalizationofmythalreadyfeltinancienttimes,andaretobesetinthe
historiographicdebatethatwasongoingintheageofLucian,sincetheyboth
showthetendencytodaydefinedas“pseudo-documentarism”.Thatistosay,
theybelongtoacategoryoftextswhichbasetheirauthoritativenessonficti-
tioussources,butwhichclaimtobetrue.4

Dictys’andDares’workswereincorporatedintonarrationsofuniversalhis-
toryofferedbymedievalchronicles;theyweredeemedusefulforthenarrative
anddetailedreconstructionofeventsforwhichtheHomerictextalone,with

2 Ed.W.Eisenhut,Dictys Cretensis Ephemeridos belli troiani libri a Lucio Septimio in latinum 
sermonem translati. Accedunt papyri Dictys Graeci in Aegypto inventa,Leipzig1973 anded.F.
Meister,Daretis Phrygii de excidio Troiae Historia,Lipsiae1873respectively.Bothtextshave
recentlybeenrepublishedwithanItaliantranslationandampleintroductionbyE.Lelli,Ditti 
di Creta,l’altra Iliade.Il diario di guerra di un soldato greco. Con la Storia della distruzione di 
Troia diDarete Frigioe i testi bizantini sulla guerra troiana. Testi greci e latini a fronte,Milan
2015.AneweditionofDares’textisprovidedby G.Garbuglino,La storia della distruzione di 
Troia,Alessandria2011.AnEnglishtranslationofbothworksisinR.M.FrazerJr,The Trojan 
War. The Chronicle of Dictys of Crete and Dares the Phrygian translated,Bloomington,Indiana
1966.–Ausefulstudy,especiallyonthefortuneoftheTrojanlegendsinItaly,isProsperi,
Omero sconfitto. D’Agostino’sworkLe gocce d’acqua,inadditiontoastudyonthefortuneof
DictysandDaresintheromancesphere,alsoprovidesalargeanthologyofLatin,French,
Ibero-RomanceandItaliantexts.

3 Tebtunis Papyri II, 268, ante 250 AD; P.Oxy.XXXI 1966, pp. 45–48 (late 2nd-early 3rd
centuryAD);P.OxyLXXII,4943–4944.

4 Hansen,Strategies of Authentication p.302.Ontheissueoffictionalityvshistoriographictruth
inByzantium,seeLassithiotakis,“ΠαύσασθεγράφεινὍμηρον”;Agapitos/Mortensen,Medieval 
Narratives between History and Fiction,particularlythelongarticlebyAgapitos,“InRhomaian,
PersianandFrankishLands”,pp.235–367.
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its legendary characteristics, did not provide sufficient and reliable ele-
ments.5Thus,thetwotextsononesideconstitutethepointofconfluenceofa
longtraditionstartingfromHomer,andontheothertheyaretobeseenasthe
pointofdepartureofanawfullysuccessfulgenre,inbothEastandWest,which
wasonlytobesurpassedbythatoftheAlexander Romance.6

As regards theByzantineEast,already in the6thcentury JohnMalalas,a
GreekofSyrianorigin,incorporatedtheTrojanlegendsintohisChronicle,tak-
ing them directly from the Greek Dictys.7 Malalas writes in a Greek rich in
vernacularexpressionsandaddressesavastandnotveryeducatedreadership;
with him the story of the Trojan vicissitudes already takes on a novelistic
colour.AclearexampleofthiscanbefoundinthepassagewhereParisfallsin
lovewithHelen,seeingherwalkinginagarden:8

While Menelaos was staying in Creta … it happened that Helen came
downintoherpalacegardentotakeawalkwithAithra,Menelaos’rela-
tive…Paris lookedout intothegardenandnoticedHelen’sbeautyand
youth.Fallinginlovewithher,heseducedherwiththeaidofAithra…He
tookherandfledintheshipshehadwithhimfromTroy.9

 Homer’s Students and Scholars in 12th-century Byzantium

In 12th-centuryByzantium,Homericstudies flourished.While thebishopof
ThessalonicaEustathioswroteamonumentalcommentaryontheIliad,10the

5 For a useful overview of the Homeric tradition in Byzantine Literature see Browning,
Homer in Byzantium: Jeffreys, “The Judgement of Paris”; Lavagnini, “Storie troiane”;
Nilsson,“FromHomertoHermoniakos”.

6 Cf.Lavagnini,Storie troianep.49.OnthemultifariousavatarsoftheAlexander Romance
inByzantineliterature,seethechapterbyU.Moenniginthisvolume.

7 OntherelationsbetweenthesetextsseePatzig,“TheHypothesis”,pp.423–30;Lavagnini,
I fatti di Troia,pp.29–30.

8 JohnMalalas,Chronicle,ed.Thurn,p.69,lines72–80:ἘντῷδὲδιάγειντὸνΜενέλαονἐπὶτὴν
Κρήτην θυσιάζοντα Διὶ Ἀστερίῳ καὶ τῇ Eὐυρώπῃ ἐν τῇ Γορτύνῃ πόλει συνέβη τὴν Ἑλένην
κατελθεῖν ἐν τῷ παραδείσῳ τοῦ παλατίου αὐτῆς εἰς τὸ εὠρισθῆναι μετὰ τῆς Αἴθρας τῆς
συγγενίδοςτοῦΜενελάου[…]ὁδὲΠάριςπαρακύψαςεἰςτὸνπαράδεισονκαὶπροσεσχηκὼςτῷ
κάλλειτῆςἙλένηςκαὶτὴννεότητα,βληθεὶςἔρωτιεἰςαὐτὴν[…]ἔλαβεναὐτὴνκαὶἔφυγενδιὰ
τῶνεἶχενμεθ᾿ἑαυτοῦπλοίωνἐκτῆςΤροίας[...].

9 SeeJeffreys/Jeffreys/Scott, The chronicleof John Malalas,pp.46–47.
10 EustathiusofThessalonica,Commentarii,ed.M.VanderValk,EustathiiCommentarii ad 

Homeri Iliadem pertinentes,7vols.,Leiden1971–1987.
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scholaranderuditeJohnTzetzesdevotedmuchofhisworkasagrammarianto
Homer,includingtheCarmina Iliaca inhexameters.11HisHomericAllegoriae, 
writtenbetween1146and1160intheverseofGreekvernacularliterature,the
politicalverse,bycontrast,werenotaddressedtoscholars,butwereconcerned
withtheculturalformationoftheGermanprincessBertaofSulzbach,whoin
1146 had married the Emperor Manuel I Komnenos.12 The princess herself,
Tzetzeswrites,hadaskedhim“tomakeHomer,whoencirclesthewholeinhab-
itedworld like thedeepocean, suitable foreveryoneto fordandcross.”13 In
ordertofulfilthisgoal,Tzetzesadoptedtheancientmethodofallegorisingthe
supernaturalelementsthatstillenjoyedgreatsuccessinByzantium.Acharac-
teristicexampleofthisattitudeishisseverecriticismofthejudgementofthe
threegoddesses,anepisodeofParis’biographythatalsoenjoyedgreatpopu-
larityinwesternliterature.Thismaywellbethereason,asE.Jeffreyssuggests,
whythisepisodedisappearsfromlaterversionsoftheTrojanstory,suchasthe
Byzantine Iliad.14 In the Allegoriae Tzetzes inserts facts not narrated in the
Iliad, which instead belong to the tradition of antehomerica, such as, for
instance,thestoriesrelatedtoParis’birthandyouth,whichlaterweretosuc-
cessfullyendure,asweshallseebelow.

Even more evident is the popularizing intent of Tzetzes’ contemporary
ConstantineManasses(1130–87);hisuniversalChronicleinpoliticalverseswas
commissioned by the sevastocratorissa Irene, the sister-in-law of Berta and
wife of Andronikos Komnenos.15 Manasses too narrated the Trojan story,
mainly dwelling on the events leading up to the war and its aftermath. His
work,preservedinmorethan80manuscripts,wasverypopularandgenerally
playedanimportantroleinprovidingnarrativematerialforGreekvernacular
literature.16

11 JohnTzetzes,Carmina Iliaca,ed.P.A.M.Leone,Ioannis Tzetzae Carmina Iliaca,Catania
1995.

12 OntherelationshipbetweenTzetzesandManassesononehandandtheimperialpatron-
essontheotherseeJeffreys,“The Comnenian Background”. 

13 Tzetzes,Allegoriae,vv.28–30,ed.J.-F.Boissonade,Ioannis Tzetzae Allegoriae Iliadis, acce-
dunt Pselli Allegoriae,Lutetiae1851,p.4:…τὸνμέγαντὸνβαθὺνὠκεανὸνὉμήρου/τὸνπᾶσαν
περισφίγγοντακύκλῳτὴνοἰκουμέμην/βατὸνκελεύειςἅπασικαὶπορευτὸνποιῆσαι.Onthe
Homer/seametaphorcf.Cesaretti,Allegoristi, pp.180–8,198–99.

14 See Jeffreys, “The Judgement of Paris”, and for a more general overview Hunger, “Alle-
gorischeMythendeutung”;Cesaretti,Allegoristi.

15 Jeffreys, “The Sebastocratorissa Irene as Patron”; Jeffreys/Jeffreys, “Who was Eirene the
Sevastokratorissa?”.

16 TheTrojansectioninManassesisatlines1118–471.Praechter,“ZurByzantinischenAchil-
leis”, p. 485 defined Manasses’ work as “Vermittlerin schrift- und vulgärgriechischer
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LikeTzetzesandManasses,IsaacPorphyrogenitus,authorofaprosepiece
withthetitleOn what Homer left out,tookonthetaskofcompletingHomer
andmakinghimaccessibletolesseducatedpeople,ashehimselfwrites.17His
work narrates numerous episodes from the Trojan-cycle lacking in Homer,
suchasthedreamofthepregnantHecuba;thebirthofParisandhisexposure
onMountIda;hisrescuebyashepherd;thereturntoTroy;theabductionof
Helen;theTrojanWar;Achilles’loveforPolyxeneandhisdeathinatrap;the
stratagemofthewoodenhorse;Troy’sconquestanddestruction;thesacrifice
ofPolyxeneonAchilles’graveandmanymore.Inshort,asH.Hungerrightly
remarked, thisworkmirrors thethemesandthementalattitudeunderlying
themedievalromancesonTroy.18TheauthorhasbeenidentifiedwithIsaac
Sebastocrator(1093-after1152),thethird-bornsonofManuelKomnenosand
hencethebrother-in-lawofBerta-IreneandalsoofthesevastocratorissaIrene.

Thus,itseemsthattherewasamajorinterestintheTrojansubjectmatterat
thecourtofManuelKomnenos,fromaroundmid-12thcenturyonwards,pre-
ciselyatatimewhenthesametopichadbeguntogaincurrencyattheNorman
courtofHenryPlantagenet.19ThehugeRoman de Troie pennedbyBenoȋtde
St-Maure,withitsmorethan30,000versesisprobablytobedatedaroundthe
1160s.ItsoonbecameafundamentaltextforthedevelopmentofFrenchlitera-
ture,andplayedamajorroleinestablishingtheTrojanmaterialasatopicof
narrativefiction.Itsspreadisattestedbythegreatnumberofmanuscripts,as
wellasbyFrenchprosetranslationsandtheLatinrendition,alsoinprose,by
GuidodelleColonne,whichwastheorigineoffurtheradaptionsinmanyver-
nacularlanguages.20

Literatur”.OnManassesinproseseePraechter,“EinevulgargriechischeParaphrase”and,
morerecently,Genova,ʺVorläufigeBemerkungenʺ.

17 IsaacPorphyrogenitus,De rebus ab Homero pretermissis,ed.H.Hinck,Polemonis declama-
tiones,Leipzig1873,pp.61–62.

18 Hunger,Profane Literatur,vol.2,p.58.
19 Bratianŭ,“LeromandeTroie”,givesthesymbolicdialoguebetweenaFrankishknightand

aWalachofBulgaria(1205),reportedbythechronicleofRobertdeClari,whichshows
thatbothknewtheTrojanlegends.SeeLavagnini,Storie troiane,p.56,note29;Shawcross,
“Re-inventingtheHomelandintheHistoriographyofFrankishGreece”esp.pp.125–32.

20 Complete edition of the Roman: Benoît de Sainte-Maure, Le roman de Troie, ed. L.
Constans,6vols.,Paris1904–12;seethefundamentalstudybyJung,La légende de Troie 
andGorra,Testi inediti.Benoît’snovelwasalsorewritteninprose;theoldestofthesever-
sions,so-calledTroy1,appearstohavebeenwritteninMoreainthemiddleofthe13th
century(cf.Jung,la légende de Troie, pp.440–562ontheversionsinprose);however,the
Greekversionisnotbasedonit.SeeJeffreys,Byzantine Romance,p.227,n.53.
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Interestinglyenough,theRoman de Troie wasalsotranslatedintoGreekver-
nacular.Thetranspositioninaround15,000politicalverseshascomedownto
usinsevenmoreorlesscompletemanuscripts;itisfairlyclosetotheoriginal,
thoughittends,wherepossible,tosummarizeandabridge.21Asarecentstudy
suggests,22 the translation was done in Frankish Morea, before 1281, when
LeonardodaVeroli,–thechancellorofWilliamofVillehardouinonbehalfof
CharlesofAnjou,whowasLordofMoreasince1267–passedaway.According
to thehypothesisofE. Jeffreys,Leonardo is likely tobethepromoterof the
Greek version of the Roman de Troie, which had just been ʻreeditedʼ shortly
beforeandgivenillustrationsstressingthepoliticalovertonesalreadypresent
inthetext.Liketheoriginalacenturyearlier,thelatterwasalsointendedto
consolidate the idea of the Frankish monarchy’sTrojan ancestry.The Greek
versionwastostrengthenthelegitimacyofthenewsovereignintheeyesofhis
Angevins’ Greek subjects by implicitly underlining hisTrojan descent.23 On
theotherhand,theadaptorwassurelyawareoftheByzantineTrojantradition
representedbytheChronicleofManasses–whichheevenquotedverbatim
at some points24 –, thereby fruitfully linking together the two different
traditions.

Bethatasitmay,theGreektranslationofBenoît’sromancesurelyplayeda
role of its own in the composition of the two vernacularTrojan tales men-
tionedatthebeginning,theAchilleidandtheByzantineIliad.Anevidenttrace
of this is the fact that inboth texts thenameofAchilles’ beloved comrade,
Patroclus,appears inthecorrupt formPàndruklos,which isnot tobe found
elsewhere besides the War of Troy. This not only shows that these texts do
belongtothesametradition,butitisalsoaclearindicatorthattheywerewrit-
ten in a cultural sphere where no need was felt to link the stories narrated
eithertotheHomerictraditionitselfnortotheByzantineone.

Thelastofthese,however,wasanythingbutforgotten.Onthecontrary,the
learnedByzantinetraditionistheonlyoneonwhichtwofurtherworks,also
dealingwithTrojanmaterial,rely.TheIlias ofConstantineHermoniakosisa
long composition of over 9.000 octosyllabic verses, largely based onTzetzes

21 Ed. M. Papathomopoulos/E. Jeffreys, Ὁ Πόλεμος τῆς Τρωάδος (The War of Troy), Athens
1996;onthemanuscripts,ibid.,p.liv.Onthewaythetranslatorapproachedtheoriginal
text,seeConca,“GliamoridiBriseida”.

22 Jeffreys,Byzantine Romances.
23 ForanotheropinionseethechapterbyK.Yiavisinthisvolume,pp.133–34.
24 War of Troy,pp. lxiv-lxv;healsofollowsit inavoidingtheepisodeofthejudgementof

Paris.
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andManasses,thoughothersourcescannotberuledout.25Ittellsthevicissi-
tudesoftheTrojanWar,theeventsleadinguptoit,aswellasthosefollowing
thefallofthecity.Theauthordedicatedtheworktohispatron,JohnKomnenos
AngelosDoukas,LordofEpirus,about1320.Althoughitsliteraryvalueislim-
ited,Hermoniakos’ Iliadwastobecomemuchlater,intheearly15thcentury,
thebasisfortheonlynarrativetextinGreekvernacularonthissubjecttobe
printed, the IliadofNikolaosLukanis,which iscreditedwithbeing the first
Iliad’stranslationintoamodernvernacular.26

 The Vernacular ʻHomerʼ

This retrospective examination was necessary in order to better understand
theAchilleidandtheso-calledByzantine Iliad,towhichIwillnowturn. Very
different fromoneanother incontentandtheorganizationof thenarrative
materialaswellasininmanyotherrespects,thetextsshareasimilarfocuson
singleheroes,AchillesandParisrespectively,ratherthanontheTrojanWaras
awhole.Inthisregardtheyreflectthelatemedievaltendencytofragmentthe
Troystoryintoindividualstoriesofthesingleprotagonists,atendencyalready
presentinByzantinechroniclers,andwhichalsowaswidespreadintheWest.27

A The Achilleid
TheTale of Achilleshascomedowntousinthreedifferentversions,handed
downbyaNeapolitanmanuscript28(N),aLondonmanuscript29(L),andan
Oxford manuscript30 (O) respectively. While in the London version, (1363
verses), the beginning is missing and the Oxford one (763 verses) is only a
highly abridged version of the story, the longer Neapolitan version, (1820

25 See Jeffreys, “Constantine Hermoniakos and Byzantine Education”; Lavagnini, “Storie
troiane”pp.57–66.

26 ΝικολάουΛουκάνηὉμήρουἸλιὰς,Venice1526,seealsoFollieri,“Sualcunilibrigrecistam-
patiaVenezia”.

27 Cf.Lavagnini,I fatti di Troia,pp.29–30.
28 Napoli,Neap.IIIB27,sheets13r-59r.Thisisamiscellaneouscodexwrittenbyfourdiffer-

ent scribes, dated, for the part that contains the Achilleid, to the years 1460–75 (van
Gemert,Μαρίνου Φαλιέρου, p.50,n.6),oraccordingtoothers(Smith,Achilleid p.4)tothe
lastquarterofthe15thorearly16thcentury.

29 London,BritishLibrary, Additional8241,sheets7r-78v.
30 Oxford, BodleianLibrary, Auct.T.5.24.
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verses)31isnotonlymorecomplete,butalsomoreconsistentfromthenarra-
tive point of view, insofar as it displays both a prologue and a conclusion,
wherethehero’sendisrecounted.Theproblemoftheprioritygiventooneor
otherversionwhichusedtoprovokelivelydebate,haslostmuchofitsinterest
today,sinceitiscommonlyacceptedthateachversionshouldbeconsideredas
aseparatepieceofliteratureinandofitself,withoutadirectlinktoanoriginal
text.32TheNedition,however,mustbeconsideredinallrespectsthebestand
mostinteresting,asthefollowingsummarywillshow.

vv.1–19 Prologue:theauthoraddresseshisaudiencedeclaringhisintention
todescribethepowerofLoveandinvitingthemtolisten.33

vv.20–176 Beginningofthestory:thereisakingoftheGreeks,intheland
oftheMyrmidons,whohasabravearmyandaverybeautifulwife.Thecouple
havenochildren,andtheking,therefore,wantstobeseparatedfromhiswife.
Afterawhile,however,thequeenbecomespregnant,andasonisbornamid
greatjoy,andiscalledAchilles.Thechildstandsoutforhisbeauty.Attheage
offourheiseducatedinGreekletters(γράμματαἑλληνικά),andateightheis
instructedinhorseracingandinthemilitaryarts.Achillesfirstproveshisvalor
inatournament; theking isverymuchimpressed,andwantstogiveuphis
own crown. Achilles refuses the crown, and asks to have instead a corps of
chosenwarriorsinordertofightonbehalfoftheking.

vv.177–365 Messengersbringthenewsthataforeignkingisransackingthe
landsofAchilles’father.Achillesaskstosetouttodefendthekingdom,and
choosesthebravestwarriors,whichherecognizesatthefirstglance;healso
selects12particularlyformidablewarriorstobehiscompanionsaswellashis
cracktroops.Beforesettingout,theyareallinvitedtoabanquetwiththeking
and queen. Achilles plays the cither and sings a song in praise of valorous
youngpeople,criticizingthosewhoyieldtotheallurementsoflove.Achilles’
cousin,Pandruklos,thebestandhandsomestofhiscompanions,warnshim
aboutthepoweroflovenobodyisabletoescape.

31 IntheeditionbyO.L.Smith,whoalsoinsertsinthenumerationtherubricsinproseand
inredink,thetextamountsto1926lines.However,therubricscannotbeconsideredan
organicpartof thecomposition,butconstituteaspecificaspectof thecopyist’swork.
Hence,IfollowthenumberingofCupane’sedition.Foradifferentopinionontheissueof
the rubrics see Agapitos/Smith, “Scribes and Manuscripts of Byzantine Vernacular
Romances”,esp.pp.68–71.

32 ThisisaproblemcommontoallmedievaltextsinGreekvernacular;forthisreasonIwill
notbedealingwiththeissuehere.SeeSmith,The ByzantineAchilleid,pp.178–179(onthe
Achilleidespecially).

33 OntheinterplaybetweenhearingandreadingintheAchilleid,andmoregeneralinver-
nacularromances,seethechapteronaudiencebyC.Cupaneinthisvolume.
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vv.366–751 Atdawnthearmysetsoff,andreachesthekingdom’sboundar-
ies ten days later. Messengers from a frontier fortress belonging to Achilles’
fathercome,andrelatetohimabouttheoverwhelmingstrengthoftheene-
mies.Theenemy’sforces,however,areengagedinthesiegeofthecastleand
arethereforenotabletodeploytheirtroops.SinceAchillesimmediatelymoves
towardsthecastletobringreinforcements,theenemykingtogetherwithhis
fivesonsgetsreadytofight.

Arelentlessbattlebetweenthetwoarmiesarises;itisdescribedatlength
andwithgreatattentiontotechnicaldetailsshowingamorethansuperficial
knowledgeofstrategyandwarfare.Astobeexpected,Achilles’skillsproveto
besuperior.Theenemyarmycannotwithstandthepressureandrunaway,and
Achillespursuesthesurvivorswellintotheirownlands,campingoutsidethe
king’scastle.Fromthewall,womenarewatchingthebesiegingarmy,among
theseistheking’sdaughter;atthemeresightofherAchillestheinvincibleis
woundedbylove.However,hehasfirsttoaccomplishhisdutyasacommander.
Thus,hewritesalettertohisfatherannouncingthevictory,andaskshimto
movethere, for itwouldbesuitable tocontrol theenemy’smovements.His
father complies with this request, and he moves to reach his son with the
queenandhisretinue,leavingagovernorinhisplace.

vv.752–830 WenowmovetothenarrationofAchilles’lovefortheenemy
king’sdaughter.Thesettingshiftsfromthebattle-fieldtoabloominggarden,
wherethegirl,accordingtoatimehonoredromancetradition,dwells.Both
gardenandgirlaredescribedingreatdetail,thefirstbeingthesymboliccoun-
terpart of the second.34 The ekphrasis (description) of the heroine is an
obligatorytopos intheromances.Hereanoteworthyaccumulationofadjec-
tivesismobilisedtodescribethebeautyoffaceandbody,hersupplegait,and
thesweetnessofherspeech.Herattireandornamentsaredescribedindetail
aswell,whichinterestinglybothreferbacktoFrankishfashion.Butthegirlis
haughty,shedoesnotknowloveandrefusestoyieldtoitsallurement,justlike
Achilleshimselfearlier.

vv.834–1096 Achillesmeanwhilepineswithlove;hesendsamessagetothe
younggirl,declaringhislove.Sherespondsimmediately,albeitinitiallydismis-
sively, and between the two a correspondence develops35 which in the end
–alongwiththeactivesupportofEroshimselfappearingtoherinadream

34 OntheintimaterelationshipbetweeneroticheroineandthegardenseeBarber,“Reading
thegarden”.

35 Onthiscorrespondenceand,moregenerally,ontheissueof literacyandorality inthe
Tale of Achilles, seeAgapitos,“Writing,ReadingandReciting”,pp.158–62.Theexchangeof
letters in the Achilleid is certainly reminiscent of the analogous scene in the romance
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–lead’stothegirl’scapitulation.Inherlastlettersheeventuallyaskshersuitor
tocomeassoonaspossible.Accompaniedbythe12peersAchillesarrivesat
thecastle,andwiththeaidofhislance,hejumpsoverthewallsandrightinto
thegoldenplane-tree.Atthisunexpectedsightthegirlfaints.Thetwoembrace
eachotherandexchangekisses,butdonotyetfullysatisfytheirdesire;asdawn
interruptsthem,Achillesreturnstohisabodetogetherwithhismen.

vv. 1097–1364 The preparations for the second visit, one day later, are
described:Achillesandhismenarerichlydressedasforafeast,andalsorich
andrefinedistheharnessofthehero’swhitehorse.36Thetwoloversconverse
at a distance; Achilles agrees with his beloved a rendezvous for midnight.
Whenthefullmoonlitnightcomes,hesetsoutagain,thistimeonhisblack
warhorse.Underthewallsheintonesalovesong,andthen,whilethefaithful
Pandruklos keeps watch, he jumps into the garden and is welcomed by the
younggirl,whoisawaitinghimimpatiently.Nowthetwocanatlastconsum-
matetheirlove.Finally,themomentcomesforthemtoleave:Achillesjumps
downfromthewallontohishorse’sback,whilehismenputtingtheirlances
togetherformakindofladderonwhichthegirlclimbsdown.Sheisentrusted
toPandruklosandfiveotherknightswhotakehertoAchilles’parentswhile
Achillesstays tocover theirescapeandto faceanyenemies.Meanwhile,he
singsatriumphantsonginwhichheboastsofhavingabductedabirdfromits
cage, therebyprovokingthegirl’sbrothers.Thereupontheycomeoutof the
castlewiththearmy,butAchillesdefeatsthemall,albeitsparingthebrothers
ofhisbeloved.FullofadmirationforAchilles’prowesstheysurrendertohim
andoffertocomewiththeirparentsandtocelebratethemarriage.

vv.1365–1548 Theweddingcelebrationsaredescribedatgreatlength,the
peakbeingajoustinthecourseofwhichAchillesunseatsalltheenemyknights
withasinglelanceblow.Soonafter,thegirl’sparentsandbrotherstaketheir
leave,andAchillesaccompaniesthemabitoftheway,duringwhichhedis-
plays his bravery by killing a lion. After this he takes his leave and returns
home,whereheiswelcomedandfeastedbyhisfamily.Thegirlsingsasongin
whichshedescribesherlove:herbelovedislikeatreethathastakenrootin

Livistros and Rodamne(onwhichseethechapterontheoriginalromances”byC.Cupane
inthisvolume).

36 As theauthorwill specify lateron, thewhitehorse is suitable for loveencounters, the
black one for war: v. 1219, ed. Cupane, p. 406: ἄσπρον εἶχεν εἰς ἔρωτας καὶ μοῦντον εἰς
πολέμους.
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herheart,whilethebranchesspreadoutinherlimbs.Heisthemasterofher
soulandherbody.37

vv.1549–1758 Theyoungcouple’shappinesslastssixyears.Butthejoysof
thisworlddonotendure;theyoungwifefallssickandliesonherdeathbed.
SheasksAchillesandhismentowrestherfromdeath,butmencandonothing
against the invisible enemy, Charon.The double dialogic lament of the two
lovers who are about to be separated for ever by death, appears to be the
reverse image of the cheerful epistolary dialogue of verses 836–1065, which
celebratedthesuddenoutburstoftheirlove.OnthedeathofhisbrideAchilles
triestotakehisownlife,butheiskeptbackbyhisfriendsandrelatives.The
funeralisheldandasepulchreisbuilt,butAchillesfailstogetoverhisgrief
anddiesafteronlyoneyear.

vv.1759–1820 Althoughthestoryhasfounditsendwiththedeathofboth
theheroandtheheroine,theredactoroftheNversiongivesitanewstartby
havingAchillesʻresurrectedʼfromdeathandtakingpart,astheHomerichero
did,intheTrojanWar.Paris,thelordofTroy,proposesmarriagebetweenhis
sisterPolyxeneandAchilles,soastomakepeacewiththeGreeks.However,
thisofferisnothingbuttrickery:whenAchillesgoestothetempleforthewed-
ding,ParisandDeiphoboskillhimwithadagger.Achillesisonlyabletosay:
“Deiphobos has killed me, with Paris, treacherously.”38 The war then lasts
moreyears,andendswiththedestructionofTroy.

Thestory,as the redactorclaims,was taken frombooksbypoets, rhetors
andphilosopherssuchasHomer,Aristotle,PlatoandPalamedes.Thesewere
authors – he claims – everyone read to educate themselves, and were now
turnedintomorecomprehensiblelanguage,sothatuneducatedpeoplecould
alsohearofAchillesandcouldlearnhoweverythinginthisworldisvainand
ephemeral.

Afterhavingreadthissynopsisitshouldbecleartoanyonethatverylittle
of the Homeric hero is left in the story, apart from the names of Achilles,
Myrmidons,andPatroclus(inthecorruptedformPandruklos).Theprologue
intheNeapolitantextextollingthepowerofErosandplacingthewholestory
underthesealofthisgodismissingintheothertwoversions,andhasbeen

37 AchilleidN1540–46,ed.Cupane,p.424.Thissongiscertainlyreminiscentofoneofthe
love letters inLivistros and Rhodamne, seeonthatCupane, “JenseitsdesSchattensder
Alten?”,pp.97–99.

38 AchilleidN,1792–93,ed.Cupane,p.440:ἄλλομηδὲνφθεγξάμενοςεἰμὴτὸνλόγοντοῦτον·/
Ἀνεῖλεν με Δηίφοβος καὶ Πάρις μετὰ δόλου. Both verses are to be found, although not
together,intheChronicleofConstantineManasses,lines1326and1408,ed.Lampsides,
pp.74and77;ontherelationshipbetweenbothtextsseebelow,pp.252–53andn.59.
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consideredanaddition.39Nevertheless,itfitsinwellwiththerestofthetale,in
which,atthesalientmoments,Erosisalwaysevokedasagod,andunderwhom
it is unavoidable to submit oneself.40 The central nucleus of the story –
commontoallthreeversionsindifferentforms,–isitsbipartitestructure,with
afirstsectioninwhichthehero’smiraculousbirthandhisdeedsaredescribed,
and a second one dominated by the love story. Such a bipartition is remin-
iscent of Digenis Akritis, which also presents a very similar biographical
unfolding,andendsinthesameway,withthedeathoftheprotagonist.41The
similarity,however,endshere,sincetheAchilleid lackstheepicspiritstillper-
ceivableinalltheversionsoftheDigenis,aswellasitsnarrativerichness,its
densityofreferencestorealiaand,mostofall,itsdeeprootednessinconcrete
historicalandgeographicalreality.42Onemayassumethattheauthorofthe
taleofAchilleshadinmindDigenis,andadapteditforanewaudienceina
simplifiedform,therebyreplacingthenewByzantinefrontierheroDigenis,by
theheroparexcellenceofancientGreece,Achilles.Littlemorethanhisname,
however, remains of the ancient hero, since this new Achilles is a romantic
figure.43 His vicissitudes, narrated in a simple and linear way and without
excessiveconcernforplot,arenotwithoutgrace,especiallyinthepartdescrib-
ing the love story of the two protagonists, where the use of metaphorical
language are close to the oldest examples of modern Greek folk poetry.44
Obviously,theanonymousauthorandhisreadersfeltabletotreatthefigureof
AchillesthatfreelybecausetheirscantyknowledgeoftherealHomericchar-
acters did not create any obstacle in this regard. Such an unbiased stance
towards the classical literary heritage, on the other hand, contrasts sharply

39 Smith,“VersionsandManuscripts”,p.317observesthattherewasnospaceforananalo-
gousprologueinthemissingsheetsoftheLondonmanuscript.

40 Erosthesovereign,presentbothintheromancesoftheKomnenianageandinthoseof
subsequentepochs,correspondstotheancientgodofloveinthenewdepictiongivenby
courtlywesternpoetry,asC.Cupanehasshowninherstudies“Ἔρωςβασιλεύς”,“Meta-
morphosendesEros”;foranotheropinion,seeMagdalino,“ErostheKing”.

41 On the biographical structure as a generic device in several vernacular narratives s.
Moennig“BiographicalArrangement”,esp.pp.123–24.

42 OnDigenis AkritisseethechapterbyC.Jouannointhisvolume.AccordingtoLassithiota-
kis,“ΠαύσασθεγράφεινὍμηρον”,p.71,thepresenceofakriticmaterialsurvivingwithina
loveplot in theTale of Achilleswitnesses thegradualshifting fromepic toromance in
Byzantineliterature.Seealsoid.,“AchilleetDigénis”.

43 Cupane,Romanzi,pp. 310–11observesthatthelargescopegiventothetragiclovestoryof
Achilles and Polyxene in the Roman de Troie (and in its Greek adaptation, Polemos tis 
Troados)couldhavesuggestedthisnewdimensionfortheHomerichero.

44 ThesameNeapolitancodexIIIB27containsatsheets118v.-121r124vanonymouspoemsin
Greekvernacular.
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withthecompetencethetextshowsconcerningthetechniquesofwar(knowl-
edgeofmilitarymanualsisevident),andotherrealia oftheByzantinecourt,45
althoughthelatterareimpossibletoplaceinaprecisechronological frame-
work.Theonlycertaindataarethoseprovidedbythecodexitself.46Thatisto
say,theAchilleidNisatextcopiedafterthefallofConstantinople,andproba-
blywrittennotlongbeforeit.

ThefinalpartofAchilleidN(vv.1759–1820)whichearlierscholarsregarded
asaninterpolation,does,however,deserveseparateconsideration.Infact,the
storyofAchillesendsinversionN,asintheothertwoversions,withthesubse-
quentnaturaldeathoftheprotagonistsomeyearslater.47Theadditionofan
alternative ending, this time taken from the post-Homeric tradition, can be
understoodwhenconsideringitastheworkofacopyist-diaskevastthatawk-
wardlywantedtoʻre-Homerizeʼthestory.Theendattainedisunintentionally
verymoderninthatitoffersupanʻopenʼending,withthepossibilityforthe
readertochoosetheconclusionthatheorsheprefers.

B The Byzantine Iliad (Diegesis)
This romance in political verses on a Trojan subject was long neglected by
scholars.Judged“anuntidyabridgededition”byKrumbacher,ithasonlybeen
mentionedbyafewmorerecentscholars,48andwasfirsteditedin1975.49The
plotcanbesummarisedasfollows:

45 OnthissubjectseeLavagnini,Note;Cupane,inthenotestoherversionoftheAchilleid,
passim.

46 Seenote27 supra.
47 Achilleid,line1758,ed.Cupane,p.438:Καὶτότεἀπέθανενμετὰκανένανχρόνονκαὶαὐτὸς(to

becorrectedκαὶαὐτὸςμετὰκανένανχρόνον).Theverseisusuallyseenasaninterpolation
orasubstituteforarubric,althoughitdoesappearinaverysimilarformelsewhere:see
Smith,The Byzantine Achilleid,p.148andn.129;Cupane,Romanzi,p.463.

48 SeeKrumbacher, Geschichtep.848,Beck,Geschichte,p.139,Mitsakis,“Χρονολόγηση”,p.71,
Michailidis,“Palamedes”,pp.261–80.

49 A Byzantine Iliad,ed.Nørgaard/Smith,tobesupplementedwiththetextualremarksby
Kambylis, “Beilaüfiges zur Byzantinischen Ilias”. By contrast, the valuable doctoral dis-
sertationpresentedinLondonin1971byD.Dedesisunpublished.AnItaliantranslation
ofthework,basedonanewreadingofthemanuscript,withextensivecomment,isLavag-
nini, I fatti di Troia.Thenarrativestructure isanalysedbyU.Moennig, “Ἔρως,Ἱστορία,
Θάνατος”,whorightlyunderscoresthefundamentalroleoffate(Μοίρα)inParis’vicissi-
tudes.LessconvincingishisinterpretationofParisasanegativehero,depictedaccording
to the rhetorical rules of the ψόγος (blame) (see Moennig, “Ἔρως”, p. 83, “Biographical
Arrangement”,p.241).However, theportrayal is, inmyopinion, farmorenuancedand
sympathetic,Parisactuallyappearingbothasavictimoffate,worthtobecommiserated
with,andanadventurousyoungmanandpassionatelover.
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vv.1–176 KingPriamhasmanychildrenandabeautifulwife.Whilesheis
againpregnant,thekingseesthreetimesinadreamthathiswifegivesbirthto
atorchthatsetsthecityofTroyonfire.Afterconsultingthenoblemenandthe
diviners,heisadvisedtoputthechildtodeathassoonasheisborn.Hence,
whenParisisborn,theparentsareforcedtoputhiminaboxsealedwithpitch,
and to throw it into the sea.The wind brings the box onto a beach, off the
islandofMytilene,whereheispickedupbytherichlandownerSelinios,who
hasrecentlylostachildandisthereforehappytoraisethebaby.LikeAchilles,
thechildisfirsteducatedinGreekletters(Ἑλληνικὴνπαιδείαν),andfromthe
ageofteninthemilitaryarts.

vv.177–432 ParisguardssheepstogetherwithhisSelinios’shepherds,and
becomestheir leader;topunishoneoftheshepherdsforaminortransgres-
sion, he cuts his ear off.The shepherd’s parents protest to Priam. Paris and
SeliniosarecalledtoTroyto justify themselves,andtheKingrecognizeshis
son. New prodigies announce bad luck because of the return of Paris. Put
under pressure by the nobility, Priam confines his son with 12 peers of the
same-agetoatowerwithoutdoorsorwindows.Herehedwellsuntilonedayhe
throwsoneofhisfellowsprisonersdownfromthetower,onceagaintopunish
himforsometransgression.ThereareprotestsamongtheTrojanarchonsas
wellasthecommonpeople,whowanttosetthetoweronfire.ButParisfore-
stallsthisplanandthenightbeforeitisduetobecarriedout,escapesbyseain
asmallgalleon;inastormheloseshisbalanceandisshipwreckedonanisland.
Hereheiswelcomedandfedbythemonksofaconvent.

vv.433–700 ThebeautifulHelenisnowintroduced.Shehasmanysuitors
vyingforher,untilthedecisionistakentochoosethebridegroombylots.The
luckyoneistheminorkingMenelaos;theothersuitorssweartohelphimif
anyoneshoulddisturbthemarriage.SoHelenandMenelaosnowlivehappily
onthe island.Parisdecides toenter into theserviceof the island’sking.He
immediatelyshowshisskill,andisadmiredforhisclevernessandbeauty.Heis
verydeartoMenelaosandHelen,whoinstallhimastheheadofthepalace.
HelenandParisfallinlove,thanksalsotothemusicofthelyre,whichboth
playmasterly.Helenisthefirsttodeclareher love,whichParispassionately
reciprocates.OnceMenelaossetsouttovisitoneofhiscastles,thetwolovers
eventuallysucceedinbeingalonetogether;theirhappinessreachesitspeak.

vv.701–856 Helenispregnant;thetwodecideindespairtotakerefugein
Troy.Dressedasaman,HelenembarkswithParistakingMenelaos’riches.In
Troy the couple are welcomed by new prodigies; now fate is about to be
fulfilled.TheGreekkingsgathertoavengeHelen’sabduction;amongthemis
Achilles,aboutwhom,wearetold,Homerwrotealot.AchilleslovedChryseis
(Briseida)andlivedwithherinhistent.Butaplaguespreadsthroughthearmy;
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theoraclesenjoinAchillestoreturnChryseistoherfather.Achilles,grieved,
dressesasawomanandwithdrawsfromthebattle.Oneofthewisemensuc-
ceeds in uncovering him with a stratagem. Pretending to be a merchant he
goesaroundsellingswords:Achilles,attracted,grabsoneofthem,andthisges-
turebetrayshim.Hiscompanionsconvincehimtoreturntothebattle.

vv.857–969 Thewarlastsnineyears;toendit,TrojansandGreeksentrust
itsoutcometoaduelbetweenParisandMenelaos.Helenclimbsonthewallto
watchthestruggle:everyoneadmiresher.Theduelproceedswithchequered
fortunes.Menelaoscomesoutontop,butthegoddessbreaksthestrapwith
which he has grabbed Paris. The duel having been ineffective, Priam and
ParisoffertoAchillesPolyxene’shandinmarriageasapeacetoken;thelatter
accepts,andentersTroyfortheweddingaccompaniedbyPandruklosandhis
12peers.ButParisandDeiphoboskillhimtreacherouslywithadagger.

vv. 970–1145 After one more year of war, the Greeks decide to draw on a
subterfuge:theyconstructahugegoldenandsilverhorse,andhave300armed
menhiddeninside;thentheypretendtosailaway.TherejoicingTrojanspull
thehorse into thecityasavictory trophy,afterknockingdownthegate.At
night,300comeout,andmakesignalstotheGreekfleetfromabovethewall.
Achilles’son,Pyrrhus,slaughtersPriamandhiswholefamilyonthefather’s
grave.WithTroyhavingbeendestroyed,theGreeksareheldupontheirway
homebyasouthwind.TheghostofAchillesappearsaskingthatPriam,Paris
andall their familyshouldbesacrificedonhissepulchre.Thealreadymen-
tioned slaughtering scene is now presented again in more detail, thereby
offeringtheauthortheopportunitytoproduceanextensivelamentonAchilles’
deathandonthefrailtyofhumanlife.

Asthissummaryimmediatelymakesevident,themostnoticeablefeature
ofthetextisitsbipartitestructure:infacttwoseparatestoriesarejuxtaposed,
oneaboutParisandoneaboutAchilles’deedsinTroy.Beyondthat,theoverall
toneintheByzantine IliadisnotdissimilartothatoftheAchilleid,forheretoo
theheroesoftheTrojanWarthemselveshavebecome“romance”heroes.But
theanonymousauthornotonlygavetheTrojanstoryaʻromanticʼhue,butalso
incorporatedvariousmotifsfromdifferingnarrativetraditions.Infact,weare
facedwithamixtureofnarrativeingredientswhichoftengivescope,alongside
thetraditionalelementsoftheTrojanlegends,toveryfancifuldevelopments.
Nørgaard and Smith have pointed out the analogy between the episode of
Paris’abandonmentandthebiblicalstoryofMoses’exposureaswellastothe
mythosofDanaeandPerseusastoldbytheancientpoetSimonidesofCeos.
Althoughboththesestoriescannotbeignored,themoreconvincingparallelis
tobefoundintheepisodeoftheabandonmentatseaofthepresumeddead
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bodyofArchistratigusaintheromanceofApollonius of Tyre,withwhomour
Diegesisalsosharesmanyothermotifs.50

Another work, whose affinities with ourTrojan story deserve to be men-
tioned, is the romance of Belisarius.This is not so much because of precise
narrativesimilarities,orevenspecifictextualechoes,thoughtheyexist,51but
ratherbecauseofananalogyofʻclimateʼ,particularlyintherepresentationof
the power relationships between king, nobility and common people. If in
Belisarius theemperorisshownalternativelyyieldingtothepressuresofones
or the other, in our story theTrojan king is continually sanctioned by both
nobilityandcommonpeople,whojudgehimandaffecthisactions.52Thematic
affinitiestoothervernacularromances,suchasVelthandros and Chrysantza,
Florios and Platziaflora,Livistros and Rhodamne,theAchilleidandImberios and 
Margarona,canalsobedetected.ThechildhoodandupbringingofParisare
similartothoseofImberios,FloriosandAchilles;Priam’spalacevaguelyrecalls
theErotokastroninVelthandros;Parisaftertheshipwreckisfedbymonksjust
likeImberioswhoisgivenshelterinaconvent;heshowshisvalorinajoust,
justasImberiosandAchillesalsodo.53Here,too,thethematicanalogiesare
buttressed by textual correspondences. One single verse (973), in which
PandruklosandAchilles’12peersarementioned,hasledsomescholarstoinfer
directknowledgeoftheAchilleid.54

Naturally,greatercuriosityexistsconcerningtheoriginoftheTrojanmate-
rialfoundinthestory.Giventhenumbernotonlyofanachronisms,butalsoof
fancifulelements–liketheshipwreckofParis,Helen’spregnancy,herdisguis-
ingherselfasaman–accuracyinmirroringanypresumablesourcesonthe

50 OntheanalogieswiththeromanceofApollonius(vv.390–405,135–160,118–200and216–
233,ed. Kechagioglou:ΑπολλώνιοςτηςΤύρου,vol. I,pp.353–56) seeLavagnini, I fatti di 
Troia,pp.31–32.

51 Textualcorrespondencesarenotinthemselvesproofofdependenceofonetextonthe
other,asG.Spadaromaintained(in“Problemi”III,262–66asregardsByzantine Iliad),but
are to be considered in the perspective of the particular style of the first literature in
Greekvernacular.TothepioneerstudiesbyJeffreys/Jeffreys,“TheStyleofByzantinePop-
ularPoetry”,muchliteraturehasbeenaddedmorerecently,showingthattheparticular
circumstancesofthecompositionandthetransmissionofthesetextsinGreekvernacu-
lar,mostlyanonymously,ledtotheformationofaformulaicandrepetitivestyle.

52 Belisarius(ed.Bakker-vanGemert),passim;cf.Lavagnini,I fatti di Troia,pp.33and51.
53 Moreprecisecomparisonscanbe found in thedissertationbyD.Dedes, inE. Jeffreys,

“TheJudgementofParis”,p.116,andLavagnini,I fatti di Troia,inthenotestothetransla-
tion.

54 AsSpadaro,“Problemi” III,p.257,firstshowed;foranalternativeassessmentseeMoennig,
“Schiffskatalog”,p.285.
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part of our author is not to be expected. Nevertheless, the link with the
Byzantine tradition, and particularly with the Chronicle of Manasses, is evi-
dent:indeed,elementsoftheoldsagasofParisandAchilleshandeddownby
theancientmythographers,whicharetobefoundintheDiegesis,arelargely
thesamealreadyincludedinManasses’story.

In Constantine Manasses’ Trojan section,55 the following episodes are
described:Hecuba’sdream;thesoothsayers’suggestionofexposingthebabyto
wildbeastsorthrowinghimintoafire(1126–29);thebirthofthelovelybaby,so
winningastoarousepityinhisparents,whodoexposeitbutinsuchawaythat
itisfoundandraisedbyshepherds(1130–41),untilthebabyreachesadulthood
andPriamtakeshimback.ParisthenkillsarelativeandleavesforSparta(1142–
49) where Menelaos welcomes him; but Eros the tyrant causes Paris to see
Helen(whosebeautyisamplydescribedandpraised)afterMenelaos’depar-
ture,andmakeshimtofallinlovewithher.WithHelen’sconsentParisabducts
herandsetsoutforTroy(1157–1170).Paris’youthisverybrieflymentionedin
Manasses,butthecorresponding,muchamplernarrationoftheDiegesis cer-
tainlyechoesyetanotherpassagebyManasses(vv.749–777),wheretheauthor
versifies Herodotus’ account (Herodotus 1, 108–25) of the birth, infancy and
youthofCyrus,whobehaves inalmostthesamewayParisdoes,andisalso
describedashavingbeenexposedandrisenupbyashepherd.Itisclearthat
thisstory,especially intwodetails–theexposedchildwhoreplacesachild
thathasrecentlydied,andtheprecociousaptitudeforcommand,whichallows
fortheirlaterrecognition–offeredtheauthoroftheDiegesis awelcomeoppor-
tunitytowidenandenrichthestoryofParis’childhoodandyouth.56

TheDiegesis againcoincideswiththestorytoldbyManassesinitssecond
part.This can be seen in the episodes of the meeting of the Greeks inTroy
(Manassesvv.1222–1397),Achilles’deathinthewell-knowntrap(vv.1377–97),
theconstructionofthehorse,thewayitiscarriedinsidethewallsofTroy,and
finallythecaptureofthecitywiththeconsequentslaughterofadultsandchil-
dren(vv.1415–52).

ButManasses’ storyalsocontainsparts suchas thearrivalof the fugitive
ParisandHelentoEgypt,whereHelenisheldbackbyProteus(vv.1171–1208),
and the episode of the Greek hero Palamedes, who becomes the victim of
Ulysses’ envy, which are both absent in the Diegesis. By contrast, the latter

55 ConstantineManasses,Chronicle,lines1119–70,ed.Lampsides,pp.64–66.
56 Moennig,Ἔρως,Ἱστορία,Θάνατοςpp.82–83,aswellas id., “BiographicalArrangement”

p.126,suggeststhattheapocryphalLife of Judas–atexttodayonlyextantinLatinand
othervernacularadaptations,butpurportedlyalsoextantinaGreekversion–mayhave
beenanotherpossiblesource.
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narrates facts missing in Manasses, like Paris’ upbringing and military
training,57theHomericepisodesofAchilles’angerandtheduelbetweenParis
and Menelaos, along with the teichoscopy (τειχοσκοπία), present instead in
TzetzesandinHermoniakos.Lastly,theepisodeofAchillesamongLycomedes’
daughtersistreatedveryfancifullyinourtext,whereitisconnectedtothatof
thehero’sanger.TheDiegesis closeswiththeprodigiousapparitionofAchilles’
ghostwhostopstheGreekshipsontheirwayhome;thisepisodeislackingin
theancienttradition,andisonlytobefoundinafewByzantineadaptationsof
theTroymatter,suchasthosebyIsaacPorphyrogenitusandHermoniakos.

ItshouldbeclearfromwhathasbeensaidthatManasses’Chroniclecould
nothavefurnishedbyitselfallthenarrativematerialtheByzantine Iliaddis-
plays.However, inseekingotherderivationsitwillbeusefultomoreclosely
consider the way the identifiable traditional material is dealt with in the
Diegesis.Byconsidering,forexample,theepisodeofHecuba’sdreamandthe
subsequent prophecy, as they are told byTzetzes in the Prolegomena to the
Allegories of the Iliad,58thepoet’scharacteristicapproachcanbeascertained.
Wheneverheretainstraditionalelements,healwaysusesthemasastarting
point for developments and amplifications; he not only paraphrases by in-
serting rhetorical embellishments, as we see it by Manasses and, above all,
Hermoniakos,ratherhealsorefinesthenarrationintroducingnovelisticele-
mentsofdisparateorigin,whichoftenpointtoadifferentliterarytaste.

Acomparisonwithonlyafewversesofthepoemalreadyallowustoobserve
thatthestrictlyTrojanmaterial,evenwhenpresent,atsomepointsisalmost
entirelyleftinthebackground.Wefrequentlynoticethat,alongsidepassages
wherethesourceisreproducedalmostverbatim,inmanyothercasestheplot
has been freely embroidered, sometimes through the adoption of narrative
schemes closer to the structure of a popular text.There is, for instance, the
triplication of actions, or the occasional use of characteristic devices of the
romancegenre,suchasekphraseis(descriptions)–beautyandmagnificence
ofsovereignsandheroes,Priam’spalace,Paris’tower–,ortheintroductionof
elementsdrawnfromthereachstockofdifferent,thoughwell-establishednar-
rative traditions (the abandonment of the infant at sea, the youth of Paris/
Cyrus).

57 For Paris’ education see Malalas, Chronicle IV 2, ed.Thurn, p. 68, lines 24–34;Tzetzes,
Prolegomena, vv. 236–255, ed. Boissonade, pp. 13–14 (as well as a prose text, ῾Υπόθεσις
Ἰλιάδος,attributedtohim,onwhich,cf.Mertens,“Songed’Hécube”,p.22);Hermoniakos
II66–68,ed.Legrand,p.28.

58 Lines176–81,ed.Boissonade,p.12(=Manasses,Chronicle,vv.1121–29,ed.Lampsidis,p.64;
HermoniakosII,vv.10–33,ed.Legrand,pp.25–26)
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WealsohavetobearinmindthemanifoldpathwaysalongwhichtheTrojan
materialwashandeddown.OnethinksoftheHomericcommentaries,ofthe
severalὑποθέσειςοrexplanationsἐξηγήσειςἸλιάδος(summariesorinterpreta-
tionsoftheIliad)accompanyingByzantineHomereditions,ortheHomeric
paraphrases,andofproseretellingsliketheonealreadymentionedbyIsaac
Porphyrogenitus,althoughhispopularizingintentisquitedifferentfromthat
underlyingtheDiegesis.Thiskindofliterature,whichprobablyalsoincluded
textsnotknowntous,musthaveprovidedthebackgroundforourtext,which
uses exclusively Greek material. Such a conclusion seems compelling since
thereisnothingintheDiegesis thatdoesnotfinditscounterpartinByzantine
tradition,and,also,thetextdoesnotshowanydirecttraceofwesternmodels,
apartfromthegenericchivalricclimate,commontoworkswrittenafterthe
Fourth Crusade. However, it is difficult to specify the precise relationship
betweentheauthorsknowntousandtheDiegesis,forthetextdoesnotdisplay
anytextualrepetition,exceptinthecaseofManasses,wheretheauthor,how-
ever,consistentlycorruptsthewordingofhissource.

Bethatasitmay,therelationshipwithManassesisanimportantone,not
leastbecause,asalreadyhintedat,ittiestogethertheDiegesisandtheAchilleid’s
ending in the Neapolitan codex.59 Since both the so-called interpolation of
AchilleidNandourromancearelikelytodependfortheircorrespondingparts
onacommonoriginal,Ibelievethattheexistenceofatextcanbehypothe-
sized,inwhichthedifferenttraditionalelementspresentintheDiegesiswere
gathered.Thismusthavebeenwrittenbyanauthorwhoseculturalbackground
enabledhimtodrawdirectlyatleastonthemostrecentrepresentativesofthe
Homeric tradition, which he further enriched with elements coming from
thevastandpartly ʻsubmergedʼ literaturewhich aroseon themarginof the

59 U.Moennig,“Schiffskatalog”,afterameticulouscomparisonofbothpassagesconcludes
that the Byzantine Iliad has the best readings (qua more close to the alleged source,
Manasses),andshouldthereforebeseenas thegiving, theAchilleid beingthereceiver
(besides,p.284n.12,hemakesmetaketheoppositeview,butseeLavagnini,Ifatti di Troia
p. 84). Hence, the original version of the Byzantine Iliad precedes the Achilleid N, and
mustdatebacktofirsthalfofthe15thcentury.However,onehastotakeintoaccountthat
copyists of vernacular texts did not aim at reproducing accurately their model, rather
theydealtwith it freelyandunbiased.Therefore, it isnotpossible todemonstrate the
dependenceofonetextfromanotheronthebasisoftextualparallels.Onthecontrary,as
I already showed elsewhere (Lavagnini, I fatti di Troia, pp. 60–61, 84–85) the Achilleid,
whose older manuscript (N) goes surely back to the second half of the 15th century,
appearsmuchclosertotheByzantineatmosphereofthePalaiologanromancesthanthe
Diegesiswithitsmodern-lookingnarrativestyle.
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Homeric text. Itdoesnotappearplausible toattribute thisoperationto the
writeroftheByzantine Iliadhimself, asheseemstohavehadagreaterfamiliar-
itywiththevernacularliteratureofhistime,onwhichhedrawsliberally.In
contrast,hisrelationshipwithantiquityisveryvagueandhazy,goingasfaras
toalossoflinguisticidentity:verses162[169]and284[302]Πάριςγὰρλέγεται
βρετὸςεἰςτὴνἙλλήνωνγλῶσσαν(“Parismeansfoundlinginthelanguageofthe
ancientGreeks.”)inthisrespectarestriking.Theprocessofthemodernization
ofthehero,however,isstillonlyhalfcomplete.IfParisisaknightoffortune,
ashehimselfdeclares:“Iamapoorfellowandtravelaroundtheworld;Ileft
myplaceandhomelandseekingmyfortuneandmydestiny”,60hisHomeric
derivation,nevertheless,cannotbedoubted.However,thesamedoesnothold
trueforthefigureofAchillesintheromancedevotedtohim,itisthereforeno
accidentthattheauthoroftheAchilleid’sendingintheNeapolitancodextries
somehowtocompensateforthislossofHomericcharacteristics.

Itisdifficulttodelineatethepersonalityofanauthorwithinaliterarypro-
ductionwhich isbydefinitionanonymous. Itshouldhoweverbenotedthat
thenarratoroftheByzantine Iliadisaveryintrusivepresenceinthenarrative.
Hisfirst-personinterventionsarefrequent,bothatthebeginningofthecom-
position, to expound the subject, and later on, when he is concerned with
assertinghisnarratorialinadequacy,oraffirminghisintentiontorestrainfrom
lengthydescriptioninordertoavoidboredom.Furthermore,heoftentakesthe
readerbythehand,helpinghimtofollowthechangesofscene,markingnarra-
tive sequences and above all underlying again and again his inferiority in
comparisontothewisemenofold,firstofallHomer.However,hisconscious-
nessinbelongingtoanancient,glorioustraditioncannotbedenied.Itcomes
tothefore,forexample,inhisclaimofhavingdrawnonancientbookswritten
byhighlylearnedscholars,whichherewroteinaplainwayinordertomake
accessibletotheyoungestandsimplestpeoplethestory’smoralmeaning,by
demonstratingthevanityofallworldlythings.Tobesure,suchapurported
simplicityisnotoriginal,ifanythingitisformulatedinatopicalway.This,of
course,doesnotmeanthatithasnofunctioninourromance,whichemploys
such stereotypical expressions with remarkable frequency. Rather, although
suchtopicalityseemstounderlineinamoreorlessconsciouswaytheauthor’s

60 Byzantine Iliad, vv. 610–12 [630–32], ed. Nørgaard/Smith, p. 44: ἄνθρωπος εἶμαι ἐκ τοὺς
πτωχούς,τὸνκόσμοτριγυρίζω/ἐξῆλθαἐκτοῦτόπουμουκαὶἐκτὰγονικάμου/τὸριζικὸντῆς
τύχηςμουθέλωνὰδοκιμάσω.Ontheissueofthewesternderivationoftheadventuremotif
seeCupane,“Topicaromanzesca”;morespecificallyonthe“errance”asatypicalfeatureof
chivalricexistenceinByzantinevernacularunderstandingseeLassithiotakis,“Leperson-
ageduchevaliererrant”,pp.199–200.
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uneasiness in approaching an elevatedsubject like theHomeric one, italso
reflectsthepreciseauthorialintentionofpraisingtheimportanceofthework
undertakentohisintendedaudience.

If this vernacular re-enacting of the celebratedTrojan story is deeply in-
debtedtotheromancetradition,whichenjoyedgreaterdiffusionandsuccess
atthattime,itmustalsoberecognizedthatithasitsownoriginalityandliter-
ary physiognomy. There is particular attention paid to the expression of
feelingsandstatesofmind.OnethinksofPriam’sworryafterseeingthedream,
Priam’sandHecuba’sgriefinseparatingfromtheirchild,thecompassionate
wordsoftheshepherdandhiswifewhenfindingtheabandonedbaby,Selinios’
desperationfacedwiththeking,theparents’joyduringtheanagnorisis (recog-
nition),orthejoyfulwordsParisutterstoexpresshisloveforHelen.

Furthermore,onehastonoteatendencytowardsdigressionsaccompanied
by an often highly effective descriptive minuteness, as in the scene of the
recoveryoftheboxthebabyParisliesinbytheshepherd,whereacalmbucolic
andmarinelandscapeisabruptlydisturbedbythesuddencomingintosightof
thebox,followedbythelivelysceneoftherecovery.Themarineandindeed
insularsettingisthefavouriteone.Thebeachistheplaceoftheabandonment
andfindingofParis,aswellasthatofhislateradventures.Thisfamiliaritywith
theseaseemstobearealisticelementofthetale,whichisconsistentlysetin
thelandscapeofTroas,betweenTroy,Axos,‘theislandofMenelaos’,Troyagain
andthenAchilles’sgrave.

ButamarineandislandrealityisrelevantforthemostofGreece,asmuch
todayasitwasinantiquity,andstillmoresoinlateByzantinetimes,whenthe
islandareastouchedbyVenetianandFrankishinfluencewerealreadyshowing
livelysignsofanewmodernGreekculture.Hence,therearenoelementsthat
cantellusaboutaprecisegeographicaloriginforthistext,justasitisalmost
impossibletodelimititschronologicalframework.Ifthecopythathascome
downtousstems,broadlyspeaking, fromthe 16thcentury,61 the text iscer-
tainlymucholder.Certainlinguisticcharacteristics,likethewayofformingthe
futuretense,someelementsofitslexicon,andtheabsenceofrhymemoveit
backaboutonecentury.Bethatasitmay,theByzantine Iliad,asithascome
downtous,mustbelaterthantheromancesofApolloniusandBelisarius,as
wellastheAchilleid,andalso,therefore,oftheotherromanceswithwhichit
showssimilarities.ThelastoftheseisImberios and Margarona,atext,which
displaysstrikinganalogieswithourTrojanstory,notonlyinlanguagebutalso
intoneandstyle.ThecharacteristicsthataccountforthepopularityofImberios 

61 AccordingtothechronologyproposedbyAstruc-Concasty,Le Supplément Grec,III,p.27.
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and Margarona,theonlyvernacularromancetohavebeenprinted,62suchas
itstonesomewherebetweenthenaiveandtheadventurous,arealsopresentin
ourtext.Thislendsititsparticularphysiognomyasaworkofnaivecraftsman-
ship, but still bearing the signs of a millennium-old tradition, albeit now
reducedtoasimplestory.
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Chapter10

Shared Spaces: 1 Digenis Akritis, the Two-Blood 
Border Lord

Corinne Jouanno

InapoemaddressedtotheemperorManuelIKomnenos(1143–80),Ptocho-
prodromos (“Poor Prodromos”), playing the part of a poor monk deeply
shockedatseeingthehigoumenesofhismonasteryinfringetherulesofascet-
ism, wishes the coming of a “New Akritis” to smash the lavish dishes the
shameful fathers are being served at lunch, while the ordinary brothers are
reduced to starvation.1 The presence of this akritic reference in one of the
Ptochoprodromic poemsisimportant,notonlybecauseittestifiestothefame
ofthewarriorheroDigenisAkritisroundthemiddleofthetwelfthcentury,but
also,andmostly,becauseitcanbereadasaclearindicationofDigenis’belong-
ingtothevernacularrepertoire.Asamatteroffact,Ptochoprodromos’poemis
written in a low linguistic register, and composed in the fifteenth-syllable
“political”versewhichwastobecomethetypicalmediumofthestillemerging
vernacular literature.Thepoet insistsonhis limitedcompetenceasawriter
(hefeelslikeanant,comparedwiththe“lions”ofrhetoric),andhedisplayshis
intentionofdealingwithprosaic,unpretentiousmatters,notwithmythoi,i.-e.
“ancientstories,meaningfulbut hardtounderstand” –anauthorialpretenceto
beviewedasaliterarygameinwhichtheAkriticreferenceevidentlyplaysits
part:foritisnotanAchillesthepoormonkenvisagesasavaluableavenger,but
amorefamiliarfigure,borrowedfromaliteraryfieldwhichisnotthatofhigh-
brow mythologia. In some manuscripts of this Ptochoprodromic poem, the
emperor isevencomparedtoa “new/secondAkritis”,2 inaparodicreappro-
priationofthetopoiofofficialenkomiasticliterature,wherecomparisonswith
greatfiguresoftheclassicaltradition,mythicaloneslikeAchillesorhistorical
oneslikeAlexander,wereacommondeviceofheroicization.Insubstituting
anostensiblymodern,popularheroforthedistant,mythicalparadigmsusu-
allycalledforincourtlyrhetoricaltexts,Ptochoprodromosoffersusavaluable
testimony about Digenis Akritis’ literary pedigree, a subject much debated

1 PtochoprodromosIV189–92,ed.Eideneier,p.149.
2 SuchisthecaseintheParisinus gr. suppl.1034(a.1364),whichformsthebasisofEideneier’s

edition(seel. 544,p.168),aswellasintheParisinus gr. Coislin.382(15thc.),andintheVaticanus 
gr.579(14th–15thc.).

© KoninklijkeBrillNV,Leiden,2016 | doi10.1163/9789004307728_012
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amongscholars:theAkriticquestionisindeedalmostascomplicatedasthe
Homericone,forthepoemtellingDigenis’adventuresisanenigmaticwork,
whosegenesis,historicalvalue,andevenliterarycategorizationhavecaused
long-lastingcontroversy,sinceafirstversionofthetextwasrediscovered,in
themonasteryofSoumela,inthesecondhalfofthe19thcentury.

 A Multiform Work 

Being,liketheAlexander Romance,3ananonymousworkwithafluidtextual
tradition,Digenis Akritishaspassedthroughseveralrewritings,andthesixsur-
vivingmanuscriptswhichcontainthestoryoftheTwo-BloodBorderLordoffer
ratherdifferentversions,noneofwhichcanbeconsideredastheprimaryform
ofthework.Thetwooldest,andpresumablyclosesttotheoriginal,havebeen
preservedintheEscorialmanuscript(E)andinthatofGrottaferrata(G).The
remainingfourversions–theTrebizond(T),Andros(A),andOxford(O)ver-
sions,andtheProseversion(P)–areindeedlaterewritings,derivingfroma
now lost version (*  Z), produced in the early 16th century by a certain
Eustathios,whocompiledthetextofEwithatextcloselysimilartoG.4Much
of theAkriticscholarshiphasbeendevotedtothecontroversialquestionof
EorGprimacy;thedebatewassharpenedbythelinguisticpeculiaritiesofthe
twotexts,fortheEscorialversioniswritteninvernacularGreek,whilethelan-
guage of G is much more conservative, so that the appreciation of their
respective worth was anachronistically influenced by the conflictual and
highly political question of Modern Greek diglossia, which in the 19th/20th
centuriesdividedsupportersof katharevousaandadvocatesof thedemotic.
AlthoughtheGrottaferratamanuscript,copiedinthelatethirteenthorearly
14thcentury,isolderthanthelate15thcenturyEscorialmanuscript,5itisdif-
ficulttoassertwithcertaintythedateofcompositionofthetwotexts,evenif
thereisastrongsuspicionthatGmayhavecomeintobeingduringthe12th
century.

Thesetwoversionsshareacommoncorethatmustgobacktothelostorigi-
nalwork,theUr-Digenis.Theytellroughlythesamestory,andopenwiththe

3 Onthis,seethechapterbyU.Moenniginthepresentvolume.
4 Jeffreys,“Digenis AkritasManuscriptZ”;seealsoTrapp’ssynopticeditionoftheoldestversions

(Digenes Akrites).GenerallyontheversionsofthepoemandtheirchonologyseeJeffreys,“The
Afterlife”.

5 TheEscorialmanuscriptwascopiedbetween1485and1493,accordingtoJeffreys,Digenis 
Akritis,p.XX.
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adventuresofDigenis’father,aSyrianemirwhofallsinlovewiththedaughter
ofaRoman(i.-e.Byzantine)general(strategos),whoseestatehehasplundered
during a raid against Romania: defeated in a single combat with the girl’s
youngestbrother,theEmirconvertstoChristianityinordertomarryher;then
hesettlesinRomania,andissoonfollowedbyallhiskinsmen.Bornfromthis
mixedmarriage,Digenisisa“Two-Blood”hero,asthenameindicates.BothE
andGtellepisodesrelatingtohisboyhood –hisfirstinitiatichuntingandhis
abductionofthe(anonymous)daughterofthegeneralDoukas.Afterthat,they
narrate the exploits of Digenis, once married with the Girl, against various
enemies,adragon,banditscalledapelatai,andaWarrior-Maid(designedinG
asanAmazon6).ThenbothtextsdescribetheabodewhereDigenissettleswith
theGirlneartheriverEuphrates,andbothendwiththeevocationofthecou-
ple’s death. Besides this common material, G and E also share formal
pecularitiesthatmustbealegacyoftheUr-Digenis:inbothtexts,thestoryof
Digenis’ first hunting is introduced by a second prologue, which makes the
bipartitestructureoftheworkallthemoreapparent.Inbothtexts,somebio-
graphical episodes (Digenis’ fight against the dragon, the apelatai and the
Warrior-Maid)arepartofafirst-personaccount,embeddedinthethird-per-
sonnarrative.7Aclosecomparisonofthetwoversions,bothcomposedinthe
samefifteenth-syllabepoliticalverse,alsobringstotheforethepresenceofa
small stock of shared lines or half-lines,8 in a rather vernacular vein, from
whichonecaninferthattheoriginalworkmusthavebeenlinguisticallycloser
toEthantoG.

TheproximityofthetwooldestversionsofDigenisvariesgreatlydepending
onthesectionsofthestory.9WhilebothaccountsoftheGirl’sabductionare
ratherclose,wealso findcommonepisodestold inaverydifferent way, the
moststrikingexamplebeingthestoryoftheWarrior-MaidMaximou,10where
thefreedomoftoneoftheEscorialversionsharplycontrastswiththemoral-
izing standpoint adopted by the narrator of G, who concludes the story of
Digenis’adulterywithMaximoubyevokingthemurderofthisWarrior-Maid,

6 Suchadesignationisratherinaccurate,forMaximou’sarmyisnotcomposedofwomen,
butofmalewarriors.

7 E1102–605;G,5,21–289and6,4–805.
8 Fourteenwholelinesandaboutfortyhalf-linesoccurinbothversionswithoutsignificant

alterations;linessharinglexicalitems,especiallysignificantwordsrepeatedinthesame
metricalposition,canbeaddedtothisrathersmallstock(see Beaton,“Digenes Akriteson
theComputer”).

9 For the “core material” in the Lay of the Emir, cf. Beaton, “An Epic in the Making?”,
pp. 66–72.

10 SeeRicks,“Maximou’sMetamorphoses”.
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whomheapparentlycondemnsasaseductress(herdesignationasanAmazon
may indeed be part of her portrayal as a female character transgressing the
normsofapatriarcalsociety).Eachversionalsoincludesepisodesofitsown:
Digenis’firstvisittotheapelataiappearsonlyinE,Digenis’encounterwiththe
emperor only in G, as well as the story of the emir Haplorabdes’ daughter,
abandonedbythe“Roman”lovershehadelopedwith,thenrescuedbyDigenis
fromanattackofArabbrigands,andeventuallyrapedbyhim,inasequence
mirroring his adultery with Maximou. Such additional episodes, probably
missingintheUr-Digenis,mayhavebeenborrowedbytheEandGredactors
fromalternativeoralAkritictraditions(thefirstvisittotheapelatai),ormod-
elled on the pattern of episodes available in other kinds of sources, mainly
hagiographic (the encounter with the emperor, the story of Haplorabdes’
daughter).

Theliterarycharacterofbothversionsisthusratherdifferent:theEscorial
text,madeoffivenarrativeunitslooselyconnectedtoeachother,hasanepi-
sodicstructure,allthemoreaccentuatedbythepresenceofvariousgapsand
chronological inconsistencies, of which the most striking is the insertion of
Digenis’firstvisittotheapelataibefore,andnotafter,thestoryofhisfirsthunt-
ing.11SuchapeculiaritymakestheUr-Digenislikelytohavebeennotaunified
work,butratheracollectionofepisodesrelatingtoDigenisandhisfather,the
Emir.12InG,theplotismorecoherent,andthestoryhasbeengivenamore
consistently biographical structure, though the final result may still seem
uneven,becausetransitionsbetweentheepisodesaresometimesveryabrupt.
ThestylisticcontrastbetweenGandEisevenmoreremarkable:theEversion
isnotonlywritteninamoresimple,popularlanguage,butitsliteraryformhas
manyaffinitieswiththeepicoralstyle,13whiletheGrottaferrataversion,writ-
teninamoreclassicizingidiom,14isalsocharacterizedbyamorerhetorical,
sophisticatedstyle,farremovedfromtheformularexpressionoforaltradition.
ButitwouldbehazardoustoconcludefromsuchstylisticpeculiaritiesthatEis

11 SeeRicks,“IstheEscorialAkritesaUnitaryPoem?”.InByzantine Heroic Poetry,Ricksdis-
tinguishes the five following sequences: Lay of the Emir, Akritis among the Raiders,
RomanceofAkritis,ExploitsofAkritis,RetirementanddeathofDigenis.

12 Jeffreys,“Byzantium’sEpicPast”,p. 447,saysthattheUr-Textmusthavebeen“extremely
disjointed”.

13 SeeFenik,Digenis. Epic and Popular Style.
14 “Mixedlanguage”wouldperhapsbemoreappropriate:despiteitsintentionallyarchaiz-

ingstyle(frequentuseofclassicizingparticleslikeδέ,γάρ,μέν,οὖν,absenceofthenega-
tionδέν),Gdisplaysanumberofcontemporary linguistic features;accordingtoSoltic,
“TheDistributionofObjectCliticPronouns”,thepositionofthecliticpronoumsobeys
thesamemedievalGreekruleinGasinE.
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chronologicallypriortoG,foritsepicoralstyleisperhapsnotafeaturedirectly
inheritedfromthelostUr-Digenis:itismoreprobablyduetotheinfluenceof
Late Byzantine oral performances,15 as suggested by the stylistic similarities
onecanobservebetweentheEscorialtextandmedievaldemoticsongs(like
ArmourisandThe Son of Andronikos16)aswellasthesmallcorpusofAkritic
songs(relating toDigenis/Akritis17).However,wedonotknowif these folk-
songs,collectedinModernGreece,werealreadycirculatinginByzantium,so
theirlinkswiththevariousversionsofDigenis isacontroversialmatter,forthe
directionofinfluencebetweenthesongsandthepoemremainsunclear.18

 A Story of the Past 

Beingthesonofanemirwhofirstappearsintheroleofaferociousenemyof
theByzantines,Digenis theTwo-Bloodhero isa literary figurerooted inthe
Byzantine heroic age of the wars against the Arabs, and has therefore often
beencomparedwiththeprotagonistsofmedievalepicssuchastheOldFrench
Chanson de Roland(late11thcentury)ortheSpanishPoem of my Cid(ca. 1200).
Much scholarly discussion has been devoted to the historical value of the
Byzantinework,onceconsideredasawitnessaboutthelong-lastingconflicts
which, from the 8th to the 10th century, opposed the Christian Byzantine
EmpiretotheIslamicCaliphate.Variousratherunconvincingattemptswere
madetofindhistoricalprototypesforthepoem’sprotagonist;19Digenis’histo-
ricityindeedappearsextremelydoubtful,sothathemarkedlydiffersfromthe

15 SeeJeffreys,“Byzantium’sEpicPast”,p.449.
16 Bothsongshavebeenpreservedin15th-centurymanuscripts.ForacomparisonofEwith

The Son of Andronikos,seeThanapoulos,Ο Διγενής Ακρίτης Εσχοριάλ.
17 ThetwonamesneverappeartogetherintheAkriticsongs,whichincludetwomaincat-

egoriesoftextsrelatingto:1)theabductionofthedaughterofKingLevandisbyDigenis/
of the wife of Digenis/Akritis; 2) the death of Digenis/Akritis, and his struggle with
Charos. For a stylistic comparison between Digenis and the Akritic songs, see Sifakis,
“Ζητήματα ποιητικῆς”. On the issue of whether such songs should actually be called
“akritic”,seeSaunier,“Istheresuchathingasan‘akritic’song?”.

18 Beaton,“Balladry”,p. 19,says:“thereislittledoubtthatsome,atleast,ofthesesongsdo
preservememoriesofByzantinewarfareand,probably,ofthemaleheroiccodeprevalent
betweenthe8thandthe11thcenturies”,butheadmitsthatwehave“nodirectevidence”
oftheirexistenceduringtheMiddleAges.AccordingtoJeffreys,Digenis Akritis,p. XLVIII,
“the earliest written folksong which mentions Digenis is found in a manuscript of ca.
1650”.

19 Grégoire,“Letombeau”,pp. 498–99proposedasacandidatethe“turmark”Diogenes,an
officerfromtheAnatolikonthemekilledatKopidnadonin788.
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SpanishCidCampeador,RodrigoDiazdeVivar,whoseexistenceiswellattested
inOldSpanishchronicles.20

Tobesure,wefindintheByzantinepoemalotofpropernameswhichcould
bethatofhistoricalcharacters,famousArableaders,Armenianpersonalities,
or heretic Paulicians, who sometimes became allied with Byzantium’s Arab
enemies.ButtherearefewcoincidentdatainEandG,ifoneexceptsthenames
oftheprotagonist,Digenis,andhismainopponents,theapelataiPhilopappous,
Ioannakis and Kinnamos, the Warrior-Maid Maximou and her lieutenant
Melimitzes/Milimitses, whose identification appears just as problematic as
that of Digenis.21 Even the protagonist’s genealogy varies according to each
version: in E, Digenis’ father is called Mousouros, his paternal grandfather
Aaron,andhisgreat-grandfatherMouselom;inG,his fatherremainsanony-
mous, his grandfather is called Chrysoberges, and his great-grandfather
Ambron.IfAaronistobeidentifiedwithHarunal-Rashid(789–809),thefirst
ghazi caliphwhoregularlyparticipatedinthejihad,22whereasChrysobergesis
anavatarofChrysocheir,aPaulicianleaderdiedca.878/9,andAmbronstands
fortheemirUmarofMelitene,alliedwiththePauliciansandkilledin863at
thebattleofPorson,eachversionreferstoaratherdifferenthistoricalback-
ground. But speculation of the kind remains hazardous, and has generated
muchdisagreementamongscholars:23Jeffreys,wholistsintheNameindexof
hereditionthevarioushistoricalprototypessuggested foreachcharacterof
thepoem,sometimesmentionsnolessthanfivealternativeidentificationsfor
oneand thesame figure (see for instanceApochalpes,quoted inE506asa
companionoftheEmir)!

Asforthemanytoponymsalludedtoinbothtexts,thegroundseemsabit
firmer:thematerialsharedbyEandGismoreimportantandincludesnames
ofvariousplaceswhichplayedanimportantroleinthehistoryoftheArab-

20 SeeBadenasdelaPeña,“ElpoemadeDiyenis Acrita”,p.281.TheCiddiedatValenciain
1099.

21 SeeforinstancetheconnectionestablishedbetweenPhilopappousandthelastkingof
Commagene (called Philopappos), or the identification of Melimitzes/Milimitses with
theArmenianprinceMelias/Mleh,governorofLykandos,died in934: Jeffreys, Digenis 
Akritis,pp. XXXIII–XXXIV,XXXVIII,withfurtherbibliography.

22 Bonner,Aristocratic Violence,pp.99and146.
23 Alexiou,firsteditoroftheEscorialtext,andwarmsupporteroftheprimacyofthever-

nacularversionofDigenis,considerstheonomasticdatatobemorereliableinEthanin
G(seehisἈκριτικάandtheintroductionofhisΒασίλειος Διγενής Ἀκρίτης).Butmostofthe
historicalidentificationsheproposedarequestionable:see Galatariotou,“ThePrimacy”,
pp. 40–43.
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Byzantinewars,suchasAmorion,sackedbytheArabsin83824(E258,732;G1,
8.295),Ikonion(E258.732;G1,8.295;4,1043),Herakleia(E732.946;G1,50.
294;4,41),orMylokopeia/Mellokopia, i.e.Malakopea(E503;G3,67).Both
textsalsoagreeinpresentingCappadociaasthecountryofDigenis’maternal
family.25Nonetheless,eachversionmentionsasignificantnumberofplaces
unknowntotheother:EalludestoLykandos(921)intheAnti-Taurosmoun-
tains, toNikomediaandPrainetos(259),quotedas the furtherpointsof the
Emir’sfather’sraids;itreferstoEmek/Homs(246),Aleppo(236),Rache/ Raqqa
(527. 531), residence of Harun al-Rashid, to Samosata (1320) near the river
Euphrates…GmentionsAnkyra(1,11;2,77),Aphrike/TephrikeandTaranta(2,
78),twoplacesoccupiedbythePaulicians,andPodandos(8,205)intheCilician
gates;italludestotheMauronites/Maurochionites(4,969;8,205),inhabitants
oftheBlackMountain(Amanus),andtoTarsos(4,969;8,205),whichwasone
ofthemaincentresoftheArabfrontierarea…26Suchanabundanceoftopo-
graphical data confers on both texts a semblance of authenticity, but it is
difficulttorecognizeinthevariousraidsorbattlesalludedtoinEorGprecise
echoesofspecifichistoricalepisodes ;27whatwearedealingwithisnothing
elsebutblurred,undatablerecollectionsofadistantpast,asdistortedandfic-
tionalizedasthehistoryoftheTrojanWarintheIliad,orthecelebrationofthe
battleofRoncevauxintheChanson de Roland.MakridgerightlycallsDigenis 
Akritisa“pseudo-historical”work,28usingsnatchesofthepasttoconstructan
imaginaryworld.

Theconfusionisincreasedbythecoexistence,inthisfictionalworld,ofele-
ments belonging to different chronological layers, detached from their
historical context and put together to form a composite picture.29Whereas
mostofthestory,inthefirsthalfofthepoem,takesplaceattheveryheartof

24 AvividmemoryoftheeventhasbeenpreservedinByzantinehagiographicliterature:the
Tale of the 42 martyrs of AmoriumcelebratestheheroicdeathoftheChristiancaptives
resistingapostasy.

25 CappadocianreferencesaremuchmorenumerousinG1,7.56;3,106.248;4,42;5,18;7,2.
107.112;8,204)thaninE(1092)wheretheauthoriscontentwithcallingDigenis“themar-
vellousCappadocian”.

26 Bonner,Aristocratic Violence,p. 150.
27 See for instancetheaccountof thebattle inwhichtheEmir tookpartatMylokopeia/

Mellokopia(E,503–12;G,3.66–76),andtheattempttoidentifytheengagementwiththe
battleofPorson in863. 

28 Makridge,“NotbuttheBrave”,p.150;onthefictionalityofDigenis AkritisseealsoCupane,
“Unapasseggiata”,pp.63–69.

29 Jeffreys,“Byzantium’sEpicPast”,p.449speaksofa “homeostatic”perspectivethat“tele-
scopesmajoreventsofthepastinaccordancewiththepreconceptionsofthepresent”.
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Anatolia,inCappadocia,andtheeventsandcharactersalludedtopointpre-
dominantlytothe8thand9thcenturies,thesettinginthesecondhalfofthe
narrative moves to the East, on the Euphrates’ bank, in a region (the
Commagene)theByzantinesdidnotreconquerbeforethe10thcentury,and
thepeaceDigenisissupposedtohavebroughttoRomania(E1691–92.1790–91;
G7,1–7.215–29;8,224–27)evokesthegoldenageofreconquista,whenalmost
allAsiaMinorbelongedtotheByzantineempire.TheaccountinGofDigenis’
encounter with an emperor called Basil, who could be Basil I (867–86) or
Basil II Bulgaroktonos (976–1025), points indiscriminately to the 9th or 10th
century,andthepresence,inDigenis’maternalgenealogy,ofmembersofthe
Doukas family (E  137; G 4, 43.  59), which played a major role in Byzantine
historyfromtheendofthe9thcenturyonwards,mayalsoimplythesuperim-
position of several chronological layers. The story of Digenis’ maternal
grandfather, “inexileasapunishment” (E 140;G 1,270), remindsoneof the
rebellionofAndronikosDoukasandhissonConstantineintheearly10thcen-
tury,buttheprestigeattachedinGtotheDoukasname30alsoseemstoreflect
theprominentstatusacquiredbythisaristocraticfamilyinthe12thcentury,
whenitbecamerelatedbymarriagetotheKomnenianemperors.

Althoughtheversatilityofmost“historical”referencesinDigenismakesthe
textdifficulttoexploitfromahistoricalpointofview,theworkisoftenquoted
bythehistoriansofByzantiumasasourceaboutthefrontierlifeinthemiddle-
Byzantineperiod,inareassuchasSyria,Cilicia,orMesopotamia;31thepresence
inthepoemofadministrativetermssuchas“theme”(militarydistrict),strat-
egos (military governor), or toparches (provincial governor) reflects the
mid-ByzantineorganizationoftheEasternfrontierarea,evenifthepoetuses
thesetechnicalwordsinaratherlooseway.32Digenis,whosesurname“Akritis”
assimilatestotheakritaidescribedinByzantinesourcesassoldiersstationed
onthefrontierorasfrontiercommandersinchargeofthesupervisionofthe
borderarea,symbolizesthewarriorspiritofaprofoundlymilitarizedsociety,
closetothatdescribedinthelate10th-centurytreatiseOn Skirmishing(De veli-
tatione),whichŠevčenkocallsa“prosecounterpart”toDigenis Akritis.33

Digenis’ “double ancestry” suggests to see the frontier area not only as a
zoneofconflict,butalsoasaplaceofheavyexchangebetweentheChristian

30 InGtheGirl’sfamilybelongstothesameDoukaslineageasDigenishimself,sothatthey
areakin(4.323–25,6.14and414).

31 Ševčenko,“Constantinople”,pp. 727–35,quotesDigenisasasourceforthe“thirdzone”of
theByzantineempire.

32 SeeOikonomides,“L’épopéedeDigénis”,pp. 381–89.
33 Ševčenko,“Constantinople”,p. 732.Ontheakritai,seealsoPertusi,“Trastoriaeleggenda”.
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and Islamic worlds:34 in these fringe countries, apostasy and cross-cultural
interactionwereindeedfrequentphenomenaduringtheArab-Byzantinewars
andinthefollowingperiod,whenByzantiumwasinconflictwiththeSeljuk
sultanate.35Digenis’father,whobecomesarenegadefortheloveofaByzantine
girl,andthenpromptshiswholekintoconverttoChristianity,isahighlysym-
bolicalfigureofthemixedworldatthefrontier.Ahighdegreeoffamiliarity
haddevelopedintheseregionsofmutualacculturationbetweentheByzantines
andthose“fromtheotherside”.36ThewayMuslismsarealludedtointhepoem,
withamixofhostilityandfamiliarity,ishighlycharacteristicofthe“Akritic”
mind, that considered Arabs both as enemies and brothers. In Digenis
ChristiansandMuslimstreateachotherasσκυλί/σκύλος(“cur”)(E29.113.129),
theybothsuspect theothersofdisloyalty(E354;G2, 162–69),Muslimscall
Christians “pig-eaters” (E  269; G 2, 82), and Byzantines are prone to accuse
Arabsofcruelty(E113–15;G1,239)andinsensibility(G2,24–25).37ButDigenis’
father, theEmir, thoughdescribedaspolygamousbeforehisconversionand
marriage to the Byzantine girl, is portrayed in a very flattering way in the
Escorialtext,andevenmoreintheGrottaferrataversion,wheresuchapositive
characterization is at variance with the derogative terms “Agarenes” and
“Ismaelites” used by the author to refer to the Arabs, thus stigmatized as
descendantsofIsmael(bornofAbrahamandhisservantAgar)andevencalled
the “offspring of slaves” (G 7, 208).This inner contradiction may reflect the
blended feeling of otherness and familiarity experienced by the Byzantine

34 OnthefrontiermotifasacommonelementbetweenByzantineandCastillanepics,see
BadenasdelaPeña,“ElpoemadeDiyenis”,pp.276–81and284–87,andAyensaPrat,“Ο
Διγενής”,pp. 181–84.

35 FortheperiodoftheArab-Byzantinewars,seeDagron,“Formesetfonctions”,p. 256;for
the Seljuk period (11th–13th centuries), Beihammer, “Defection”, pp.  614–17  (“Christian
frontierlordsturningtoIslam,ca.1050–118”) andpp. 630–32 (“Localrebelscollaborating
withtheenemy,1118–260”).

36 Dagron,“Formesetfonctions”,p. 255,quotesDigenisasanexampleoftheinterferences
whichtookplacebetweentheByzantineandtheArabworlds,andgavethefighterson
eachsideofthefrontieroneandthesamewayofthinking;hereferstoDigenisagainto
showthemutualfascinationthatexistedbetweenByzantinesandArabs,andconsiders
theinventionofDigenis,the“Two-Blood”,asexpressingareconciliationfantasy;inpic-
turingDigenisdisplayinghisbraveryagainstwildbeasts,Amazons,oroutlaws,theByzan-
tinepoemtransformsthe frontierarea intoasortofdreamy land,whichDagron, “Les
Arabes,ennemisintimes”,pp. 361–62,callsa“royaumeautonomedeguerrierssansguerre,
quiarompuaveclesEmpiresrivaux”.

37 Digenis’fathergoessofarastoappropriatetheanti-Arabdiscourse,onceinlovewitha
girlfromtheoppositeside(E,170).
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frontiersmenbeforetheArabs,butperhapsitalsobetraysthecoexistenceof
inheritedethnicstereotypesinsharpcontrastwitheverydaypractices.38

Thesametensionistobefoundintheantitheticaldescriptionofthefron-
tierareaasalawless,dangerousplace,andasaparadisiacalsetting.Anabode
ofwildbeasts(lions,dragons)andvariouskindsofbandits,the“Akritic”world
appearsasinsecure,infestedwithrebels(ataktoi),brigands(lestai),irregular
troopsofapelatai(“guerillas”,accordingtoJeffreys’translation),whoareboth
soldiersandoutlaws,spendingmostoftheirtimehunting,cattle-thievingand
bride-snatching.Toputitbriefly,thefrontierareaisakinda“FarEast”,ahostile
place where life is constantly endangered.39 The fact that the apelatai (i.e
Christianbandits,notArabs40)playthepartofchiefopponentsofDigenisthe
Frontiersmancanbeseenasahallmarkoftheprofoundlyanomiccharacterof
theborderland.41

However, this frightening “Far East” is also depicted as a locus amoenus,
whereDigenisenjoysthepleasuresoflovewiththecharmingdaughterofthe
generalDoukas(G6,15–41)andwherehebuildsasplendidpalace,nearthe
riverEuphrates,inthemiddleofadelightfulparadise(E1620–94;G7,8–108).
BothtextsinsistonthemagnificenceofDigenis’estate,whichcanbeseenasa
literary transposition of the richness of the Byzantine provincial nobility.42
TheepisodeofDigenis’encounterwiththeemperor,presentinGonly,bears
an interesting witness to another characteristic of the aristocracy in these
remotecountries,itsspiritofindependence,anditsdistantstancetowardsthe
central power. Digenis, who is depicted throughout the poem with nearly
imperialattributes,addressestheemperor,whohascometovisithim,witha
curiousmixofloyaltyanddistrust,deferenceandcaution,whichsuggeststhat
animplicitrivalrybetweencentreandperipheryisatthecoreoftheepisode:

38 Cf.Beihammer,“Defection”,p.647.
39 OnthisseeOtt,“ByzantineWildEast”,aswellasherchapterinthisvolume,pp.285–312.
40 SeetheirrepeatedallusionstoGod’spower(E1289–90.1333;G6,347–50.399–400).
41 AccordingtoConca,“Bisanzioeibarbari”,p. 90,Digenishimselfbearsthemarkofthe

anomic frontier mentality: his name suggests the contradictions of a life oscillating
between“virtùelicenza,coraggioesoperchieria,fedeedebolezza,barbarie(testified,in
G,bytherapeoftheAplorabdes’daughter)ehumanitas”.ConcareadsDigenis’solitudeas
atestimonyof“integrazionemancata”.

42 Hunt,“ComnenianAristocraticPalace”,pp. 142–45,describesDigenis’estateasthe“epit-
omeofanorientalpalace”.OnDigenis’palaceintheGandZversions,seealsoCupane,
“Traumpaläste”, pp. 422–27: without denying the existence of oriental elements in the
descriptionoftheByzantineepics,Cupanealsopointsoutvarioussimilaritiesbetween
Akritis’estateandaristocraticContantinopolitanpalacessuchasBotaneiates’and(inZ)
Solomon’stemple,asdescribedinGeorgetheMonk’schronicle.
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hebeginsbyrefusingrathercondescendinglythegiftofferedbythebasileus,
thenhemakesagreatshowofbraveryinfrontofhisimperialvisitor,andeven-
tuallylectureshimaboutthedutiesofhischarge!Hisattitudehasoftenbeen
compared to that of Kekaumenos, another representative of the peripheral
world,whoinhisStrategicon(ca. 1075–78)advisestoparchai(provincialgover-
nors)to“remainatasafedistancefromthethroneandfromthecapital”.43

IftheoriginalversionofDigenis Akritishasbeencomposed,asithasoften
beenargued,amongtherefugeesfromCentralandEasternAnatoliawhoset-
tled inConstantinopleafter theTurkishvictoryofManzikert in 1071, sucha
pictureofanowlost,independentfrontierworldmustbemarkedbyastrong
elementofnostalgia.44Arefugeecouldhaveconceivedtheideaoftransform-
ingtheoralfolk-materialofhisnativecountryintoaliterarywork,45perhaps
undertheinfluenceofWesternchansons de geste,whichtheByzantinesmust
havebeenabletodiscoverthankstotheincreasedEast-Westcontactsbrought
aboutbytheCrusades;46theymayhavefeltanxioustocreateaherooftheir
own,atypicallymedievalcharacter,meanttoreplacetheAchilles-likefigures
inheritedfromtheclassicalpast.

The Anatolian campaigns conducted against the Seljuk sultanate by
Alexios I (1081–118), John II (1118–43), and Manuel  I Komnenos (1143–80),
whosemilitarysuccesseswerebombasticallycelebratedbycourtpoets,may

43 Ševčenko,“Constantinople”,p. 728.Cf.Strategikon,5,218(ed.M.D.Spadaro,Raccoman-
dazioni e consigli di un galantuomo, Alessandria 1998 pp. 232–33): ἐὰν εἰς ἰδίαν χώραν
κάστρατυχὸνἢχωρίαἔχῃς,εἶδὲἐναὐτοῖςτοπάρχηςκαὶἐξουσιαστής,μήσεπλανήσῃπλοῦτος
ἢἀξιώματαἢὑποσχέσειςμεγάλαιτῶνβασιλέωνκαὶδώῃςτὴνχώρανσουβασιλεῖκαὶἀντ’αὐτῆς
λάβῃςχρήματακαὶκτήματα,εἰκαὶτετραπλασίοναμέλλειςλαβεῖν,ἀλλὰἔχετὴνχώρανσουκἂν
μικρὰ καὶ οὐδαμινή ἐστι· κρεῖττον γάρ σοί ἐστιν εἶναί σε φίλον αὐτεξούσιον ἢ δοῦλον καὶ
ὑπεξούσιον(“Ifyouhappentopossessfortressesandestatesinyourowncountry,ifyou
areatoparchandexerciseauthoritythere,donotbedeceivedbytheemperors’wealth,
dignities,orgreatpromisessothatyougiveawayyourcountrytotheemperorandgetin
exchangemoneyandproperties,evenifyoumaygetfourtimesasmuch;butkeepyour
country,wereitsmallandworthless:foritisbetterforyoutobeanindependentfriend
thanaslave,subjecttosomeoneelse’spower”).OnKekaumenosandDigenis,seealso
Galatariotou,“OpenSpace”.

44 Cf.Beaton,“CappadociansatCourt”.
45 SeeCupane, “Wievolkstümlich?”,pp. 581–84: theauthoremphasizes theexperimental

characterofsuchaliteraryachievement.
46 Cf.Jeffreys,Digenis Akritis,p.XVII.–Ontheotherhand,thepossibilitythattheauthorof

theUr-DigeniscamealsointocontactwiththeemergingArabicepiccanbynomeans
beexcluded:seeonthistopicOtt, “ByzantineWildEast”,aswellasherchapter inthis
volume.
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havecontributedtoanincreasinginterestinDigenis’story47–especiallyinthe
secondhalfofthe12thcentury,whentheByzantinestemporarilyreconquered
EasternterritoriesthatweretheveryfieldofAkritis’exploits.TheGrottaferrata
version, whose special link with the aristocratic and warlike ethos of the
Komneniandynastyhasoftenbeenemphasized,couldhavebeencomposedat
thattime.48ThepresenceinthePtochoprodromic poemquotedintheopening
of the present paper of verbal echoes of the G text49 suggests that Ptocho-
prodromoswasalludingtoarecentrewritingofDigenis,whenhecompared
theemperorManuelItoa“newAkritis”.

 A Controversial Literary Categorization 

AlthoughDigenis Akritisisoftenreferedtoasan“epic”,itsgenericclassification
isinfacthighlyproblematic.50Inthesecondprologuewhichintroducesthe
storyofDigenis’boyhood,bothauthorsofEandGadoptapolemicalstance
towardsancientepic,andopposetheirownclaimtoveracitytoHomer’smen-

47 ArecentpaperbyDeMedeirosPublioDias,“Laconstrucción”interpretsDigenisasaliter-
aryconstructionmeanttolegitimateAlexios’ambitiontoreconquerthelostAnatolian
territories.

48 See Galatariotou, “Structural Oppositions”; Magdalino, “Honour among Romaioi” and
“Digenes Akrites and Byzantine Literature”. On the link between past and present as a
maincomponentofepicwriting,seeGoyet,Penser sans concept,p. 33:l’épopée“articule
intimementlepasséauprésentdel’action”;p. 336:“Mêmesilesépopéescharrientdes
élémentsanciens,c’estlemondedesauditeursqu’ellesdécriventpourl’essentiel”.Accord-
ingtoDerive,L’Épopée,p. 175,theChanson de Rolandismoreinstructiveaboutthevalues
ofchivalryandtheideologyofcrusadeinthe11th–12thcenturiesthanabouttheSpanish
warsofCharlemagne.Pastisusedandrewritteninordertoexplainthepresent:Goyet,
Penser sans concept,pp. 321–47,seesinCharlemagne’swaragainsttheMoorsametaphor
ofthe11th-centurycrisis.

49 ThereferencestoAkritisadjustinghiskiltsandtakinghisstick(l. 190:καὶτὰςποδεάςτου
νὰἔμπηξεν,νὰἐπῆρεντὸῥαβδίντου,“let’shopehetuckshiskiltsandseizeshisstick”)is
reminiscentofG4,116/1058(καὶτὰςποδέαςὀχυρῶςπήξαςεἰςτὸζωνάριν,“andtuckinghis
kiltsfirmlyintohisbelt”)and119(μηδὲνἐπιφερόμενοςεἰμὴλιτὸνῥαβδίτζιν,“althoughhe
carriednothingexceptasimplestick”);thetermἀγουρίτσης(“younglad”)usedinthefol-
lowing line of the Ptochoprodromic poem also occurs in G 4, 163. 320. 438; it does not
appearintheEtext.Eideneier,Ptochoprodromos,pp.26–27,comparesthe“Mischstil”of
thepoemtothestyleofG.

50 Beaton, “AnEpic in theMaking”,p. 65, speaksofa “hybrid”work,Theologitis, “Digénis 
Akritasetlalittératurebyzantine”,p.396,saysitis“unclassifiable”.
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dacity.51Thepresenceofthesameauthorialmetadiscourseinthetwooldest
versionsofDigenisseemstoimplythattheelementofrivalrywiththeHomeric
poemsalreadyappearedintheUrtext:itmusthavebeenadistinctivefeature
of the original work, conceived as a geste of the Byzantine successor of the
celebrated heroes of ancient Greece. In G, Digenis chooses to decorate his
palace on the Euphrates with mosaics illustrating, among other things,
“Achilles’ legendary wars, the beauty of Agamemnon, the deadly slaughter,
wisePenelope,thesuitorswhowereslain,Odysseus’marvellousdaringagainst
theCyclops”(7,85–88):suchaseriesofHomericfigures,formingagalleryof
exemplary ancestors, suggests the part played by the ancient epic model in
Digenis’andhisauthor’smentalworld.52

The influence of the epic tradition is apparent in many passages of the
Byzantinepoem,mainlyinthebattlesceneswhereDigeniseasilytriumphes
over all his enemies, the whole troop of apelatai and its three leaders,
Philopappous,Kinnamos,andIoannakis,MaximoutheWarrior-Maidandher
lieutenant Melimitzes. The marked tendency to amplification noticeable in
such episodes,53 the presence of several arming scenes,54 the frequency of
animalcomparisons(assimilationofthebanditstosheeps,vultures,ordogs,
ofDigenistoalion,oraneagle55),thealmostanatomicaldescriptionsofthe
blowsinflictedbytheherotohisadversaries56arealltypicalfeaturesofthe
epicstyle.

NeverthelessDigenisdeviatesfromtheepicnorminseveralaspects.Afirst
anomaly in the Byzantine hero’s portrait is his liking for solitude, heavily
stressedinbothEandG:thetwoversionsdepictDigenisasalonelywarrior,

51 E718–22;G4,27–36.OnthemotifofHomer’slies–perhapstobeunderstoodasacontro-
versial attitude against Homeric philology, in full expansion in the 12th century, see
Lassithiotakis,“ΠαύσασθεγράφεινὍμηρον …”.

52 Onthesemosaics,whosefiguresrepresent“latranspositionsurleplanmythiquedeDigé-
nisetdesvaleursdontilestporteur”, seeOdorico,“ Ἅπερ εἰσὶν ψευδέα”,pp. 34and42–45.

53 Seeforinstancethemotifofasinglecombatagainstnumerousenemies,whichoccurs in E
876–80.1323–24.1509–10.1733–34.1748–49;G4,464–66.637–44.696–97;6,167–68,etc.
Mirabile, Digénis Akritas, pp.  193–97, also underlines the place given in Digenis to the
wonderfulelement.

54 G4,114–18.219–28;6,552–56.715–18.735–39;E10–17.1461–65.1486–96.
55 G5,180;6,145.240–42;E 966–67,1511–14.Onecanfindthesamekindofimagesinthefirst

partofthepoem(LayoftheEmir):E33–34;G1,173–74.
56 SeethedepictionofDigenissplittingMaximou’shorsethroughthemiddle(G,6.760–63;

E,1558–59).
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“campione di un individualismo senza limiti”.57 Such a singularity puts the
Frontiersmanatadistancefromthe“socialization”Deriveconsidersasamain
elementinthedefinitionofanepiccharacter.58Itseemsindeedratherdifficult
toseeDigenisasa“nationalhero”,whilebeingsocompletelydevoidofcollec-
tivesense.Tobesure,bothGandEcontainpraisesoftheirprotagonistasa
defenderofRomania,victorovertheArabsandpacifieroftheEasternborder
oftheByzantineEmpire,59buttheseallusionstoexploitsaccomplishedonthe
behalfoftheChristiancommunityareconfinedtothemarginsofthework(to
transitionallines,summarizingeventsofthepast);theydonotbelongtothe
mainplot,whereDigenis’chiefadversariesarenotArabs,buttheGirl’skins-
men, lions, dragons, and apelatai. In the Byzantine poem it is not the fight
against the Infidels, as in the Chanson de Roland, but bride-snatching that
forms the core of the narrative,60 and the author appears so well-informed
aboutthesubtletiesofelopmentandabductionthathisworkmayseemmore
informativeabout thestatusofwomen inByzantinesociety thanabout the
militaryhistoryoftheEmpire!61

Becauseoftheemphasisputonthelovetheme,onecouldseeourtextas
closertotheeroticnovelthantoepic.62EandGagreeinpicturingthefateof
theEmir,“conquered”byacharmingByzantinegirl,asanillustrationofthe
poweroflove;63bothversionsintroduceDigenis’storywithgeneralconsider-
ationsaboutlove(G4,4–18;E702–17);bothpresentloveasthemainsourceof
theFrontiersman’sheroism:forhefightsagainstthedragon,theapelatai,and
Maximou in order to defend the Girl, as he explicitly acknowledges on the
vergeofdying,whenherecapitulateshismostheroicdeedsandpresentslove
astheleadingmotifinhislife(E1790–92;G8,69–122).Inbothtexts,Digenis
proclaims a romantic Creed  – “Those whom God has joined, man shall not

57 Maltese,“Uneroedifrontiera”,p. IX.Mirabile,Digénis Akritas,p. 11,alsoinsistingonthis
characteristicofDigenis,sayshelives“uneexistencedel’altéritéetdelamarginalité”.On
hislikingforsolitude,seeG4,956–59;5,26;6,288–89;E630.793.1088.1096.1299–301.
1740.

58 SeeDerive,L’Épopée,pp. 143–44:theepicherobelongstoagroup,andbehavesasitsideal
representative;heneveractssolitarily.

59 E,1609–14,1691–92,1709–14,1790–91.InGthesamemotifisintroducedintheprologue
(1.1–12),andreappearsin5.199–201,7.1–7,8.223–27,8.249–61.

60 SeeMakridge,“NotbuttheBrave”,pp. 152–53.
61 Laiou,“Sex,Consent,andCoercion”,pp.202–06and213–15,repeatedlyreferstoDigenis.
62 SeeTrapp,“Digenes Akrites,EposoderRoman ?”.Cupane,“Unapasseggiata”,pp.63–69,

interestinglyarguesthattheauthorofDigenisusedthe“historiographicalparadigm”and
theveritas-toposinordertolegitimatehisromanticdiscourseaboutthepowerofLove.

63 E175–77.213–16.362–64;G1,297–300.335–37;4,18–47.
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separate”(G6,143;E1170.1305.1573) –borrowedfromapassageofMatthewthe
evangelist (19.6) underlining the indissolubility of marriage. The same sen-
tence also appears in two of the classicizing Komnenian novels,64 perhaps
influenced by the Byzantine poem, for the Ur-Digenis must be prior to the
renaissanceofthenovelisticgenreinByzantium.65Neverthelessitseemslinks
alreadyexistedbetweentheoriginalversionofDigenisandtheancientnovel,
forbothEandGincludevariousechoesfromAchillesTatius,whichmusthave
featuredintheircommonancestor –e.g.indescriptionsofmeadowsandgar-
dens66(E1087–88.1657–58;G6,18–28;7,14–41).Asamatteroffact,ancient
novels were popular in Byzantium well before the 12th century, as testified
by Photios’ summaries in the Biblioteca, by Psellos’ comparative essay on
HeliodorusandAchillesTatius,andbythegreatamountofexcerptafromthe
Greek novelists present in gnomic collections, that could have served as a
source for several allusions to Achilles Tatius in the Ur-Digenis. In the
Grottaferrataversion,probablyposteriortoat leastsomeof theKomnenian
novels, the novelistic element has been noticeably developed, and the dia-
logue with ancient Greek texts, and possibly with 12th-century novels too,
becomes prominent, e.g. in the outward descriptions of characters, in the
manyrhetoricallaments,orthepictureofemotions,dependingonthenovel-
istictoposofconflictingfeelings.67

ButtheauthorofDigenisdeviatesfromtherulesofbothnovelandepicin
narratingtheentirebiographyofhishero,68frombirthtodeath,andevenhis
pre-history,forthemainfunctionoftheLayoftheEmiristoexplainDigenis’
“Two-Blood”quality,justasthe“Nectanebusnovella”intheAlexander Romance
helpstopresentAlexanderasaheroof“doubledescent”,bornfromtheadul-
tery of queen Olympias with the Egyptian magician and ex-pharaoh
Nectanebus.MarkopoulosplacedDigenis’storyinthecontinuityofhistorical
biography,risingbythemid-10thcentury,andheinsistedupontheparallels
existingbetweentheByzantinepoemandtheLifeofBasil I, founderof the
Macedonian dynasty, for this text also develops the motif of cynegetic

64 Theodore Prodromos, Rhodanthe and Dosikles, 9, 298–300, ed. F. Conca, Il Romanzo
bizantinodel12secolo,Turin1994,p.292;NiketasEugenianos,Drosilla and Charicles,3,12
and7,264,ed.ibid.,pp.346and460respectively.

65 SeeBeaton,“Lafortune”,p.25;Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp. 9, 15,27n. 24,41n. 63,48
n. 78,49n. 81,onpossibleechoesofDigenisinthe12th-centurynovels.

66 Cf.AchillesTatius,1.1,5(paintingrepresentingEurope’sabductioninameadow),1.15,1–8
(Clitophon’sgardenwithparrots).

67 Jouanno,Digénis Akritas,pp.142–43and145–49.
68 SeeMoennig,“TheLate-ByzantineRomance”,p. 10.
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exploits.69Butanotherkindofbiographies,thatofholymen,wasextremely
popular in Byzantium, and the hagiographic influence appears pervasive in
theGrottaferrataversion,whereonecanfindechoesfromvarioussaints’lives
–Life of St TheodorosintheaccountofDigenis’fightagainstthedragonandhis
encounterwiththeemperor,orLife of St Theoktiste of Lesbosintheepisodeof
Haplorabdes’daughter.70

Inbothversionsofthepoem,Christianmaterialplaysanimportantpart,in
theLayoftheEmiraswellasinDigenis’story.IntheLay,theEmir’sconversion
toChristianityhasbroughtabout the insertionof longpassagesof religious
controversy–reproachesoftheEmir’smotherscandalizedbyhisrenunciation
of Islam, and a proselytizing discourse of the Emir vaunting the merits of
Christianitywithsogreatanenthusiasmthathepersuadeshismothertocon-
vert.71Then,bothversionsagreeinpresentingDigenis’exploitsasaresultof
God’sblessing(E781–84.811–13.1746–47;G1,1–29;3,339–42;4,146–51.188–89,
etc.);bothunderlinehisdevotiontomilitarysaints:72Theodoros,whomtheE
redactorcalls“thegreatapelates”(E891;G1,21;4,477.907;6,700;7,105)and,in
Gexclusively,Georgethedragonslayer(1,23;6,701)andDemetrios(1,25;6,

69 Markopoulos,“ὉΔιγενὴςἈκρίταςκαὶἡβυζαντινὴχρονογραφία”.
70 See Trapp, “Hagiographische Elemente”. Moennig, “Biographical Arrangement”, p.  139,

notesthat“inByzantinetimesbiographyreignedsupremeprimarilybythevirtueofthe
dominanceofthegenreofsaints’lives”,andhealsoremarksthattheByzantineaudience
perceivedsaints’livesandbiographiesofsecularheroes“asbelongingtothesamenarra-
tivetradition”(ibid.,p.127).

71 InbothtextstheEmir’sconversionismentionedverybriefly(E175–77;G,1,303–06);but
religiouscontroversytakesanotableplaceinthefollowingexchangesbetweentheEmir
andhismother:seethereproachesofthemother(E244–53.269–70.284–91.535–41;G 2,
53–98;3,138–57)andtheEmir’spleaforChristianity(E543–59;G3,160–98).InGthelat-
terpassageismuchdeveloped,fortheauthorhasputintotheEmir’smouthaparaphrase
oftheNiceneCreed(3,171–95);then,hedevotesalmostfiftylinestodescribingthereac-
tionoftheEmir’smother,herconversion,andthatoftheEmir’sotherkinsmen(3,199–
245).ThecorrespondingpassageinEismuchbriefer(560–65).Ontheinfluenceexerted
inthisepisodebytheliteratureofIslamo-Christianapologetics,andthepresenceinthe
versifiedCreedofGofaparaphraseof theRitual of abjuration of the Muslim faith (an
early10th-centurytextpreservedintheThesaurus orthodoxae fidei ofNiketasChoniates,
Patrologia graeca,140,124–36),seeArgyriou,“L’épopéedeDigénisAkritas”,pp. 18–30.

72 On the influence of the warrior saint model upon Digenis’ portrait, see Elizbarashvili,
“TheFormationofaHero”,pp. 449–54.TheplacegiventomilitarysaintsinDigenis,espe-
ciallyintheGversion,canbeseenasasignofthemilitarizationoftheKomneniansoci-
ety, according to Cortes Arrese, “Heroes”, pp.  254–58, who underlines the role of St
DemetriosasadefenderofChristianfaithandprotectoroftheintegrityoftheByzantine
empire.
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701).BothtextsalsoputDigenis’loveforthegeneral’sdaughterunderdivine
patronage(E1170.1304–07.1573;G 6,142–43);bothincludeasetofquotations
fromJob,thePsalms,andevenliturgicaltextssuchastheOffice of Blessing of 
Water on Epiphany;73bothreproduceinfulltheGirl’sprayerforDigenis’recov-
eryinthefinalagonyepisode(E 1808–60;G8,145–80).

Thechoiceofabiographicalarrangementhasinducedtheauthorsofboth
versionstoconcludeDigenis’storywithameditationonthefugacityoflife.74
However,themotifofthevanityoftheworldismuchmoredevelopedinG,
wheretheChristian,moralizingtoneissoconspicuousthatElizbarashvilicon-
sidersChristianityas“theideologicalaxisofthepoem”.75Theplaceallowedin
themosaicsofDigenis’palaceforBiblicalepisodesborrowedfromthelivesof
Moses,Joshua,Samson,andDavidrevealstheimportanceattachedtoreligious
feelingsinthisversionofthepoem,asdoesDigenis’choiceofconstructinga
sanctuarydedicatedtoStDemetriosrightinthecentreofhispalace.Whereas
theEmirinGistwicecomparedwithSamson(2,200;4,24),theinfluenceof
theDavidicmodelseemsimplicit inseveralepisodesofDigenis’story,espe-
cially his two adulteries with Haplorabdes’ daughter and the Warrior-Maid
Maximou,forGinbothpassagesinsistentlydepictshisheroundertheguiseof
asinnerandapenitent,i.eintheveryroleDavidwasmeanttoexemplifyin
Byzantineedifyingliterature.76ItisprobablytheinfluenceoftheDavidicpar-
adigmthatexplainswhatPenninckconsidersasfailuresinDigenis’biography,
his“unkeptpromises”totheGirl,histransgressionofhumaneanddivinelaw,
andthechildlessnessheenduresasadivinepunishment.77Anotherdiscon-
certing element in Digenis’ life, namely his progressive isolation from his

73 SeeJeffreys,Digenis Akritis,pp. XLIII–XLIV.
74 E1695–706;G8,1–6and211–313.
75 Elizbarashvili,“TheFormationofaHero”,p.458.OnthestrongtendencyofGtognomic

moralization,seeJeffreys,“Byzantium’sEpicPast”,p. 447.OnthetransformationofDige-
nis’ biography into a story “beneficial to the soul” (psychopheles), see Jouanno, Digénis 
Akritas,pp. 167–86.Gevenconcludeswithaprayeroftheauthorfortheeternalsalvation
ofhisheroandreadership!

76 Cf.JohnClimacus alludingtoDavidasamodelofrepentanceandhumility inhisScale of 
Paradise (25thdegree),ed.Patrologia graeca88, 1001 b,withreference to2Sam. 12, 13:
“ἩμάρτηκατῷΚυρίῳ,ποτὲἡμακαρίαταπείνωσιςπρὸςΘεὸνὑπὲρμοιχείαςκαὶφόνουἐβόησε,
καὶθᾶττονἤκουσε·Κύριοςἀφεῖλετὸἁμάρτημάσου”.(“IcommittedasinagainsttheLord,the
blessedhumilitycriedouttoGodconcerningadulteryandmurder,anditsoonheard:The
Lordhasremovedyoursin.).

77 Penninck,“TwoHeroes”,p. 52,underliningthedifferencesbetweenfatherandson,finds
a“tragictouch”inDigenis’life,andinterpretsitasastoryofdeceivedexpectations,forthe
sonprovesunworthyofhisexemplaryfather.
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family,whichPenninckcontrastswiththeEmir’scontinuedefforttobindthe
twoMuslimandByzantinefamiliestogether,mustprobablybeexplainedasa
variationonthehagiographicmotifofescapeoutoftheworld,andconfirms
theinfluencethehighlyprizedmodeloftheholymanexerteduponthechar-
acterizationoftheTwo-Bloodhero.AsforDigenis’“unheroicdeath”,farfrom
thebattlefield,Elizbarashviliisprobablyrightininterpretingitasthepeaceful
endofa“heroseekingthewaytospiritualsalvation”.78

AnotherelementinGrevealsthestrongreligiousstanceadoptedbyaredac-
tormuchpreoccupiedwithmoralizationanddidacticism,thatisthetreatment
reservedtothetraditionalepicmotifofheroicboasting.79HeretheEandG
versionsdifferprofoundly,fortheauthorofEdoesnotshowanyembarrass-
mentindevelopingsuchatopic,80whiletheauthorofGseemsobsessedby
theanathemalaunchedintheBibleagainstarrogance –indeedthesentence
“The Lord resists the proud” (Proverbs-LXX, 3.34: Κύριος ὑπερηφάνοις ἀντι-
τάσσεται) recurs again and again in spiritual florilegia, and Byzantine
commentaries on the Iliad firmly disapprove of the Homeric characters’
φιλαυτία.81That is why Digenis, when boasting of his bravery, takes in G so
manyrhetoricalprecautionsandisalwayscarefulaboutassociatingGodwith
hisownvictories(6.149–51,596–602).

TheproblematiccoexistenceofChristianrulewiththeepiccodeofheroic
behaviourischaracteristicofaworkwhoseauthorseemstohavebeenattracted
toheterogenousliterarymodels,andunable(orunwilling)tochoosebetween
differentpossiblepaths–epicorhagiography,novelorbiography.Itistempt-
ing to interpret the versatility of the Byzantine poem as an example of the
“holistic”characteroftheepicgenrewhich,accordingtoBoutet,tendstointe-
grate“toutcequiestàsaportée”,sothatasocietyisabletoexpressthrough
epic what constitutes “son essence la plus intime”.82 Digenis could thus be
considered as a figure emblematic of Medieval Greece, a literary character
personifyingthedividedselfofthehomo byzantinus.Itisperhapsnotamatter
of pure chance, that such a character took shape around the 11th and 12h

78 Elizbarashvili,“TheFormationofaHero”,pp. 456–60.
79 SeeChadwick,The Heroic Age,pp. 326–27;Jouanno,“Digénis Akritas,épopéechrétienne?”,

pp.383–87.
80 See,forinstance,theepisodeofDigenis’visittotheapelatai,whereboastinghasprideof

place(E671–76.688).
81 Pontani,“TheFirstByzantineCommentary”,p.582. 
82 Boutet,La Chanson de geste,pp. 205and101.SeealsoMartin,“EpicasaGenre”,p. 18:“Epic

is hugely ambitious, undertaking to articulate the most essential aspects of a culture,
fromitsoriginstoriestoitsidealsofsocialbehaviour,socialstructure,relationshiptothe
naturalworldandtothesupernatural<...>Itisamodeoftotalcommunication”.
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centuries,at thevery timewhenanewByzantineconsciousnessof identity
wascomingout,whoseemergencewasprobablyencouragedbytheintensified
confrontationwiththeWesternworld.

 Brief Survey on the Posterity of Digenis’ Story

TheliterarysuccessofDigenis Akritisisattestedbytheexistenceofseverallate
rewritings,whichalldependuponthelostZversion,composed,asmentioned
above,ofmaterialderivedfromGandE,sewntogetherinordertoconstitute
an “exhaustive” collection of Digenis’ adventures. Stemming from this early
16th–centurycompilation,theTrebizond,Andros,Prose,andOxfordversions
are Post-Byzantine works, written in the late 16th and 17th centuries;83 they
offer to the modern reader an interesting selection of stylistic variations on
oneandthesametext,fortwoofthemarecomposedinunrhymedpolitical
verses,liketheoldestGandEversions,whileanotherisaproserewriting,and
the lastoneanadaptation in rhymed fifteen-syllable lines.AsKechagioglou
remarks,Digenis is“oneoftheveryfewworkswhichhavebeentriedinallmain
forms of expression of vernacular Byzantine and Post-Byzantine literature”,
andthisclearlypointstoits“continuingvitality”.84Theadditionintheselate
rewritingsofan“astrologicalprologue”devotedtoDigenis’mother,whomthe
redactordepictsspendinghergirlhooddaysinseclusionbecauseofaproph-
ecyforetellingherabductionbyanEmir,showsthelinksexistingbetweenthe
LateByzantineversionsoftheepicandthePalaiologanromances,especially
Livistros and Rodamne.85 Ina paper focusedon theAndros text,Theologitis
puts to the fore many intertextual references which confirm the influence
that the vernacular fictions of love and adventure exerted upon the Akritic
material.86TheappearanceintheZfamilyofallusionstothestoryofAlexander

83 Jeffreys,Digenis Akritis,pp.XXI–XXII,datesthenowlostTrebizondmanuscriptinthelate
16thorearly17thcentury,andtheAndrosversioninthemid-17thcentury;theProsever-
sionwaswrittenbyMeletiosVlastosin1632,andtheOxfordversionbyIgnatiosPetritzes
in1670.

84 Kechagioglou,“Digenes AkritesinProse”,p. 120. 
85 OntheinsertionofalifeofDigenis’motherintothebiographicalstructureofDigenis’

story,seeMoennig,“BiographicalArrangement”,pp. 131–33.
86 Theologitis,“Lasolitudeduhéros”,pp. 265–72.Theintertextualgamecontributestothe

amplifyingprocesspointedoutbyTheologitis.
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theGreat(scarceinG,andtotallymissinginE)alsosuggestsnewconnections
betweenthelateversionsofDigenisandtheAlexander Romance.87

The places where our six manuscripts of Digenis Akritis were copied
strengthen the idea of an important dissemination. Transcribed in Terra
d’Otranto,theGrottaferrataversiontestifiestothepresenceoftheByzantine
epicinSouthItalyaround1300.88TheAndrosversion,theProseandOxford
texts,bothwrittenintheislandofChios,arewitnessestothework’sdiffusion
inratherperiphericareasoftheGreekworld.Digenis’adventuresalsobecame
knowntotheSlavicworldthroughaRussianadaptation,Devgeni,whichmight
havebeencompletedduringthe14thcentury,andischaracterizedbyamerg-
ing of Akritic material with fairy-tale motifs.89 Echoes from Digenis Akritis
havealsobeendetectedintheTurkishfolktaleofKöroglu,andperhapseven
inBoccaccio’sTeseida.90InGreeceproper,wheretheinteractionbetweenthe
epic and the Palaiologan romances was two-way, so that Digenis influenced
severalLateByzantinefictions(Livistros,Velthandros,theAchilleid,91Theodore
Meliteniotes’ allegorical poem To Chastity, and also late rewritings of the
Alexander Romance) before being influenced in return by the same texts,92
the fameof theTwo-BloodBorderLordwasalsosustainedby theexistence
offolksongs,andthishelpstoexplainwhyDigeniscouldberaisedtotherank
of national hero in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when the Greeks
conceived the “Great Idea” of reconquerring the lost Hellenic territories of
AsiaMinor,andagain,duringtheSecondWorldWar,whenDigeniscameto
embodyresistancetotheforeignoccupationofGreece.93

87 OntherelationshipbetweenDigenisandtheAlexander Romance,seeMoennig,“Digenes =
Alexander?”.

88 See Jeffreys,“TheGrottaferrataVersion”,pp. 28–29.
89 TranslationbyArrignoninOdorico,L’Akrite,pp. 169–225;ontheoldRussianadaptationof

DigenisincomparisonwiththeGreekoriginal,seeRizzoNervo,“Perl’interpretazionedel
Digenis”.

90 Cf.Kyriakidis,“ΤὸἔποςτοῦΔιγενῆ”andKahane,“AkritasandArcita”.
91 IntheAchilleid,whichisthemost“akriticized”ofallPalaiologanromances,variousepi-

sodes of Achilles’ life are modelled upon Digenis’ story: see Lassithiotakis, “Achille et
Digénis”andthechapterbyR.Lavagniniinthisvolume,p.245.

92 SeeCupane,“Traumpaläste”,pp. 436–37,aboutDigenisandMeliteniotes’poemTo Chas-
tity.

93 Cf.Beaton,“Lafortune”,pp.29–32;Jouanno,Digénis Akritas,pp.27–30.
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Chapter11

Shared Spaces: 2 Cross-border Warriors in the 
Arabian Folk Epic1

Claudia Ott 

1 The Arabian Folk Epic

ArabianFolkEpic(inArabicsīra shaʿbiyya)isthegenerictermforsomedozen
heroic tales of enormous length, the longest of them consisting of up to 81
printed volumes and almost 12,000 pages in manuscript form, the average
lengthbeingabout3,000manuscriptpages,withnonecoveringlessthan500
pages.2Thetotalnumberoftextsbelongingtothegenreisnotentirelyclear.
Uptonow,weknowofapproximatelyten‘major’epicsand20ʻminorʼones–
definedbytheirextentanddegreeofpopularity.Eachepiciscenteredonthe
lifeanddeedsofaspecifichero,oftenahistoricalcharacter(e.g.theFatimid
Caliphal-ḤākimintheSīrat al-Ḥākim),hisancestorsandoffspring,oragroup
ofheroes–e.g.themujāhidūn(holywarriors)intheEpic of the Holy Warriors.
Femaleheroesandwarriorwomenalsooftenappear.3Theheroesareusually
affiliatedwithaspecificArabictribe(e.g.theBanūHilālintheSīrat Banī Hilāl),
whichinatribalcontextallowstheepictocreatetribalidentity.Inabroader
socialcontext,anyself-identificationisusuallytoIslam,whiletheʻothersʼare
itsenemies,veryoftenChristians,suchasByzantinesandFranks.Theoldest
reliabletestimoniesofArabianepicsdatefromthe12thcentury,althoughthe
genreprobably began todevelopmuchearlier.4Oneof thesignificantearly
references is given by Samawʾal Ibn Yaḥyā al-Maghribī, a Jew converted to
Islamin558/1163,whomentionsthe“bigdīwāns”,5amongthemaDīwān aḫbār 

1 MycordialthanksgoestotheDr.Giesing-Foundation,Hanover,foragenerousgrantthat
helpedtomakethisarticlepossible.ThanksalsogotoProf.RuthBottigheimer,StonyBrook
University,NewYork,fortheEnglishversionofthetranslatedsīraquotationsandforrevising
theEnglishofthearticle,andtoProf.RemkeKruk,UniversityofLeiden,forhelpfulnotesand
comments.

2 Ott,Metamorphosen des Epos,p.21.
3 Mostrecently,RemkeKrukhasdevotedathoroughanalysistothephenomenonofwarrior

womeninArabianepic:Kruk,Warrior Women. 
4 Ott,Metamorphosen des Epos,pp.45–50;Heath,The Thirsty Sword,pp.27–30.
5 Thetermdīwān occursregularlyinthetitlesofshorterstoriesoradventurestakenfroma

greatersīra shaʿbiyyah, e.g.Dīwān al-Hiraql (ThedīwānofHeraclius)oftheSīrat Banī Hilāl, 
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ʿAntaraandaDīwān Ḏī l-Himma wa-l-Baṭṭāl amongtheworkshetookpleasure
inreadingwhenhewasbetweentenand13yearsofage.6Mostotherrefer-
ences from 12th–15th centuries denigrate the epics as works without any
literary value, and advise people not to read them.The oldest dated manu-
scriptsofArabianepicsarefromaround1400AD.Amongthemarefragments
oftheSīrat al-Ḥākim, theSīrat ʿAntara andthe Sīrat al-Mujāhidīn (“Epicofthe
Holy Warriors”). The majority of the preserved manuscripts originate from
16th–18thcenturies. Itwasnotbeforethelate19thcenturythatsomeofthe
epicsappeared inprint.There isstillnocriticaleditionofanyArabianepic
and,withafewexceptions,7notranslationintoanyotherlanguage.

Theepicsareusuallyentitledsīra (pl.siyar)̒ geste,vita,wayoflife,biographyʼ 
such as the Sīrat al-Iskandar (“Epic of Alexander”), Sīrat al-Mujāhidīn, but
some simply call themselves ʻstoryʼ (qiṣṣa), while others use the older term
dīwān. ThemodernArabictermfor ʻFolkEpicʼ,sīra shaʿbiyya, isaborrowing
fromtheEuropeanterminusfor ʻpopularromance’or ʻpopularepicʼ.Itcom-
bines the generic term sīra with the adjective ʻpopular’ (shaʿbī). The latter
attribution,borrowedfrommodernwesternfolklorescholarship,aimstoindi-
catethecircumstancesofthecomposition,transmissionandreceptionofthe
works in question and to distinguish the pseudohistorical epic ʻbiographies’
fromthecanonizedoneslikethefamousbiographyoftheProphetMuḥammad
(Sīrat al-Nabīoral-Sīra al-Nabawiyya)byIbnIsḥāq(d.767AD).8

Whilesomeepicsaresetinpre-Islamictimes–forexampletheSīrat Fīrūz 
ShāhinAchaemenidPersia,theSīrat al-IskandarinAlexander’sera,theSīrat 
ʿAntara inPre-IslamicNorthArabiaandtheSīrat Sayf Ibn Dhī Yazan inpre-
IslamicSouthArabia–,othersaresetaftertheintroductionofIslam,especially
duringtheIslamicconquests,thetimeoftheCrusades(e.g.Sīrat Baybars)and
theconflictsbetweenIslamicwarriorsandtheirenemies(e.g.Epic of the Holy 
Warriors).Takentogether,theArabianepicscoveralmostallofrecordedpre-
Islamic and Islamic history from the remotest past until the Fatimid (Sīrat 
al-Ḥākim)andMamlukera(Sīrat Baybars).Sharedprotagonistsandcrossref-

seeAhlwardt,Verzeichniss,Nr.9222ff.Inourcase,however,dīwān seemstobesynonymous
withsīra.

6 SeeSchreiner,“Samau’al”,pp.418(text)and127(translation).
7 TherecentlypublishedFrenchtranslationofSīrat BaybarsbyG.Bohas/J.-P.Guillaume,Le 

Roman de Baibars. Traduit de l’arabe et annoté.Vol.1–10.Paris1985–1998,hasnowreachedten
volumesby;intheearly19thcentury,TerrickHamilton,OrientalSecretarytotheBritish
EmbassyatConstantinople,publishedatranslationofthefirstpartsoftheSīrat ʿAntara,
coveringapproximatelyonethirdofthetext.

8 SeeOtt,Metamorphosen,pp.6–8.
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erenceslinktheepicstooneanotherandhelptogenerateacoherentchainof
epics.

Arabian epics are of pseudo-historical character. They claim to be what
HansRobertJausscalls“epictruth”,9i.e.theyintendtobebelievedastruehis-
tory.FromthepointofviewofʻcanonicalʼArabichistoriography,thisledtoa
negativeestimationoftheirvalue.Arabianepicswerecondemnedasbeingfull
oflies,disguisingthetruthandtelling“nonsensethatonlyfoolscanbelieve”.10
Obviously,theywereexpectedtotellsuchstoriesthatcouldbejudgedbythe
criterionoftheirconformitywithhistoricaltruth,andnot,forexample,bythe
criteriausedforliteraryfiction,suchasthestoriestoldbySheherazadeinthe
Arabian Nights. Suchcategoriesarestillvalideveninmoderntimes.When,in
1997,amemberoftheaudienceoftheMoroccanstorytellerSīMilūdwasasked,
whethertheArabian Nightswouldeverhaveformedpartof thestoryteller’s
repertoire,theanswerwasaclear“No,...becausetherearetoomanydevilsand
toomuchsorceryinit,[...]whiletheʿAntariyyaandtheWahhābiyya[i.e.the
Sīrat ʿAntaraandthe Epic of the Holy Warriors]aretaʾrīkh,history”.11

Butofcourse,theepicsdonotrelatehistoryinaliteralsense:theyalways
tellagoodstory.Numerousexcitingandentertainingepisodes illustrate the
vividmartial,social,amicableanderoticrelationsbetweentheprotagonistson
all the sides involved, be it Muslims and Christians, Arabs and Byzantines,
FranksandPersiansorotherparties.Dangerousencounterswithenemieswho
havesupernaturalpoweroccur,andeventheworldofmagichasitsplacein
mysterioustreasurecavesorwonderfuljourneysthroughlandslikethe“Land
ofWonders”,the“WadioftheGardens”,the“LandofThunder”,the“Carbuncle
Islands”andsoon.Despitesignificantdifferencesinstyle,contentandhistori-
caloriginamongworksofthegenre,allepicssharewhatPeterHeathcalledan
“emphasisonheroesandheroicdeedsofbattle,theirpseudo-historicaltone
andsetting,andtheirindefatigabledrivetowardcyclicexpansion:oneevent
leadstoanother,onebattletoanother,onewartoanother,andsoonforhun-
dredsandthousandsofpages”.12

Inhisfundamentalstudy,Heathlistedthesourcesthatcontributedtothe
formationoftheArabianepics:Arabicpoetry;pre-Islamictribalnarrativesin
short,anecdotalform;epicnarrativescalledAyyām al-ʿArab(“TheBattleDays
of the Arabs”); Arabic love stories; and the numerous popular and literary

9 SeeJauss,Epos und Roman,p.80.
10 ThusthejudgmentofIbnKathīr(d.1373),seeOtt,Metamorphosen,p.47.
11 Kruk/Ott,“InthePopularManner”,p.189.
12 Heath,The Thirsty Sword,p.xvi.
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recordsofthelifeanddeedsoftheProphetMuḥammadandtheearlyIslamic
conquests.InadditiontotheseArabicsources,thetraditionofpopularheroic
narrativeinPersianliteraturealsohadanimportantinfluence.TwoArabian
epics, theSīrat Fīrūz ShahandQiṣṣat Bahram,areclearlyArabicversionsof
Persianepics.TheByzantine/HellenisticGreektradition,ontheotherhand,
seemstohaveplayedamoreminorrole.13Fromthe13thcenturyonwards,pop-
ular narrative genres like the pseudohistorical ʻcampaignʼ (maghāzī) and
ʻconquestʼ(futūḥ) worksgainedincreasingpopularity,ascanbejudgedfrom
the large number of extant manuscripts. Heath describes the difference
betweenthefutūḥandmaghāzīontheonehandandtheArabianepiconthe
otherasfollows:“Alloftheseworksdealwithactualhistoricalfiguresand(toa
certain degree) events. They may be described as pseudo-historiographical
worksintowhichameasureoffiction–moreorless,asthecasemaybe–has
intruded.Thepopularsīragenrerepresentsthereversesideofthecoin:they
are basically works of fiction adorned with a pseudo-historical and pseudo-
historiographicaloverlay”.14

Arabianepicsareprosimetricaltexts.15Typically,wefindinthemthreedif-
ferent stylistic forms: the narrative itself is composed in simple prose with
post-classical elements; descriptive passages and certain narrative elements
appearinhighlyformulaicrhymedprose(sajʿ);andpoemsinclassicalArabic
rhymeandmeterinterruptthenarrativefromtimetotime.Inthepoems,the
protagonistsexpresstheiremotionsorthesituationiscontemplated.Besides
quotations from classical Arabic poets, we find many occasional poems of
poorquality,butalsoexceptionallybeautifulones.Asearlyas1828,theGerman
PoetFriedrichRückert (1788–1866)chosesomeparticularlybeautifulpoems
outoftheEpic of the Holy WarriorsandtranslatedthemintoGerman.16

Arabianepicswerecomposedandtransmittedanonymously.Nevertheless,
intheintroductorypartofsomeepics,achainofʻstorytellersʼ(rāwī) ismen-
tionedwhotransmittedaparticularepic.Someofthemevenholdgoodforthe
epic’sauthors(muʾallif, muṣannif)andthusclaiminawaytheroleofʻsuper-
authorityʼ.ThisisthecasewiththerāwīNajdIbnHishāmal-ʿAmirī,descendant
oftheBanūKilābtribe,whoservesasarāwīfortheEpic of the Holy Warriors,
thetribalepicoftheBanūKilāb.Otherepicswereascribedtoserioushistori-
ans in order to enhance their plausibility as ʻtrue historyʼ. Thus, the well-
respectedEgyptianhistorianIbnKhallikān(d.1282)figuresasrāwīoftheSīrat 

13 Ibid.,pp.53–64.
14 Ibid.,pp.59–60.
15 FortheArabictraditionofProsimetrum,seeHeinrichs,“ProsimetricalTexts”.
16 SeeOtt,“WelcheGärtenunsumfangen”.
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al-Ḥākim, notwithstandingthenumerousmagicalandsupernaturalelements
inthisepic.Athirdexampleisthephilologistandpoetal-Aṣmaʿī(d.828),the
allegedrāwīofSīrat ʿAntara,inwhichepicpoetsandpoetryplayaparticularly
prominentrole.17Ineachoftheseandothercases,theclaimofauthorshipby
theseallegedrāwīscanobviouslybedismissed.

Apartfromhisroleasanauthorandtransmitteroftheepic,therāwī has
alsothefunctionofa‘virtualstoryteller’.Usingdifferenttypesoftextualinser-
tions,hecreatesacompleteoralstorytellingperformancewithinthewritten
textandthustransformsthereadersintoastoryteller’saudience.18Theseinser-
tionsincludeformulaicexpressions,typicaloforalcompositions,suchas“The
rāwī said” (qāla l-rāwī), “Oh you gentlemen, oh you noble men” (yā sāda yā 
kirām),“Prayfortheperfectfull-moon”(ṣallū ʿalā badr al-tamām),“Letusnow
come back to the first story” (wa-narjiʿ ilā l-ḥadīt al-awwal), “It has become
night,thestorywillgoontomorrownight”(wa-l-layl amsā wa-tamām al-ḥadīṯ 
laylat ġadā).

Arabianepicsappearinoralaswellaswrittenmedia.Thereisoneepic,the
Sīrat Banī Hilāl,whichintheearly21stcenturyisstillbeingperformedinits
orallygeneratedformbyepicsingersaccompaniedbytheone-stringedrabab,
recitingtheversesoftheepicinthetypicalepicstyle,betweenimprovisation
andmemorizedformulae.19Butthepredominantstyleoforalperformanceof
theArabianepicswas,andis,thepublicreadingofthewrittentext,ofwhich
19th-century European travelers have left incidental accounts.20 Until rela-
tively recently, this kind of performance was a common part of daily life in
Arabicspeakingcountries.Inspiteofthis,onlyfewsuchperformanceshave
beensubjectedtoadetailedanalysis.21

ThefollowingexampledescribesapublicreadingofSīrat ʿAntararecorded
in1997 intheMoroccancityofMarrakesh.22SīMilūdBin ʿAbdannabīLaʿsīs
(d.2000)wasthe lastofhis familytoperformArabianepics ʻinthepopular
mannerʼ,sittingonalowkursīandspeaking,withoutamplification,toalarge
audienceofsometimesmorethanonehundredpeople(Figure11.1).

Theaudiencegathered intheparkofDāral-BarūdbehindtheKutubiyya
minaret.Mostlistenerswereilliteratemenoflowsocialstatuslikeashoeblack,

17 SeeOtt,Metamorphosen,pp.42–45.
18 SeeOtt,“FromCoffeehouseintotheManuscript”,passim.
19 SeeReynolds, Heroic Poets.
20 Cf.Heath,The Thirsty Sword,pp.31–42;Herzog,Geschichte und Imaginaire,pp.14–19.
21 Among them is the reading of a ʻstorytellerʼ (ḥakawātī) in a Damascus coffeehouse,

recordedin1994byThomasHerzog:Herzog,“Présentation”.
22 Forthefollowingcf.Kruk/Ott,“Inthepopularmanner”.
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a babouche seller and an airport porter. Sīra reading took place every day
betweenafternoonandsunsetprayer.A ʻcanonʼofsixorsevenlengthysiyar 
was read to them one after another; the longest sīra reading, of the Sirat 
al-Mujāhidīn,coveredoneyearandthreemonths.AlthoughSīMilūdalways
readfrombooks,itwasclearthatheknewthetextsalmostbyheartandwould
neverskipparts,asotherstorytellersdid.

SīMilūdsrecitationfollowedafixedprosodicpatternwhichdividedthetext
into short declamatory units. The length of these declamatory lines varied
fromfourto37syllablesaccordingtothenecessityofabreathingspaceandthe
syntactic-semanticunitsofthetext,i.e.thecolonsoftherhymedprose(sajʿ).
Mostofthesyllableswerepronouncedinthesamepitch;indirectspeechorin
emphaticpassagesthepitchofthedeclamationwassharpened,andsomepar-
ticularly emphatic words were shouted. Immediately after the emphasized
wordsorsyllables, thedeclamationreturnedtothebasicnote,withthe last
syllableoftenflattenedtothepitchofnormalspeech(Figure11.2).23

In their written form, Arabian epics were transmitted by manuscripts.24
Thousands of manuscript volumes of Arabian epics have been preserved.
Interestingly,theyarenottheproductofgenerativeorality,thatisacreative

23 SeeOtt,Metamorphosen,pp.195–209.
24 ForthefollowingseeOtt,Metamorphosen,pp.51sq.

Figure11.1 The Moroccan sīra reciter Sī Miloud and his audience in 1997. Photo:C.Ott.
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re-writingorre-tellingofthestory,butrathershowall featuresofscriptural
transmission like scribal errors, omissions of lines or words and interlinear
glosses.25Thetransmissionoftheepics,thus,ismuchmoreliteralthanmight
beassumed.Accordingtoallthatweknowaboutthetransmissiontechniques
ofArabicliteratureingeneral,thisshouldalsobetrueforthetimepreceding
theearliestpreservedmanuscripts,too,sothecenturiesbetweenc.1100and
1400AD.

Mostofthemanuscriptspreserveduntiltodayareofheterogeneousappear-
ance, have a long history of compilation, and were put together over many
years, if not centuries after the copying of their oldest core. In such manu-
scripts,fragmentsofuptofiftydifferentcopiesmaybefound.Incontrastto
thiskindofmanuscript,therearealsosomefinerandhomogeneousexamples.
Thenumberofvolumesinthesecopiesissmaller,andtheywereapparently
copiedfortheuseofprivatelibrariesandtheirowners.26

Themostcommonformofthemanuscriptswasslimbookletswrittenfor
theuseof storytellerswhorecited them inpublicperformance(seeabove).
Readers’notesbystorytellers,booksellersandborrowers,butalsoprivateread-
ersshowusthattheiraudienceandpublicconsistedofabroadspectrumof
urbansociety.Thespecificationsofthereaders’professionsrangefromdoor-
man (bawwāb) to fruit seller (fākihāni) and from storyteller (ḥakawātī) to
stationer(warrāq).27

Thesebookletswere frequently lentout,andclever librarians,andsome-
timesthestorytellersthemselves,couldmakegoodmoneyfromthem.Thisis
illustratedbyalongreader’sremarkattheendofoneofthemanuscriptsofthe
Epic of the Holy Warriors,commentingonthedivisionofthemanuscriptinto
parts:

25 Seethedetailedanalysesinibid.,pp.101–37.
26 Ibid.,pp.51–100andthecataloguepp.218–56.
27 Ibid.,p.90.

Figure11.2 Two declamatory lines in the technique of Si Mīlūd. Transcriptionafter
recordingsbyC.Ottin1997. 
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Oh possessor of this book! May God not have mercy upon you! What
shameyouareamongthestorytellers[...]becauseyouendyourbookon
themostunlikelyandmeanestpassage,and thisonly inorder to trick
yourcustomers,sothatyoucantakeasmuchmoneyfromthemasyou
wouldlike!Ifitwerenotlikethat,thispassagewouldnotbefittoendthe
texthereortointerruptit!28

2 Epics Related to Byzantium

ByzantiumplaysamajorroleinseveralArabianepics.InthewordsofMalcolm
Lyons,whosedetailedsummaries29formanexcellentgatewaytotheepicsfor
non-Arabicreaders,“Byzantiumenjoysfavoredenemystatus”.30Butthisisby
nomeanstheonlywayinwhichByzantiumfiguresintheepics.TheArabian
epicsalsoshowabroadandvividfascinationformanyaspectsofByzantine
politics,life,andculture,suchasthearchitectureofchurchesandpalaces,the
cityofConstantinople,thewayoflifeofmonksandpriests,ofwarriorsand
lovely maidens, Byzantine handcrafts, Greek scholarship and books of wis-
dom,mattersoftranslationfromArabictoGreekandvice versa,andsoon.

2.1 The Epic of the Holy Warriors
ThemostimportantofallArabianepicsinthisrespectistheEpic of the Holy 
Warriors,31 a frontier epic which focuses on the Byzantine-Arab conflicts
betweenthereignsof theUmayyadCaliph ʿAbdal-Malik(685–705)andthe
ʿAbbāsidCaliphal-Wāthiq(841–46).ItisknownasSīrat al-Mujāhidīn,aswellas
underthetitlesSīrat Dhāt al-Himma, Sīrat al-Amīra Ḏhāt al-Himma,orSīrat 
Dhāt al-Himma wa-l-Baṭṭāl, thus mentioning the name of its main protago-
nists.Thesearetheheroineandwar-princess(amīra)Dhātal-Himmaandher

28 Paris,BibliothèqueNationaledeFrance,MSarabe3883,fol.79a,reader’scomplaintdated
1076/1666,cf.Ott,“FromtheCoffeehouseintotheManuscript”,p.451.

29 Lyons,Epic, vol.2(conciseversions)andvol.3(extendedversions)withvariousindices.
The summaries cover the following printed epics: ʿAlī al-Zaybaq, Sīrat ʿAntara, Sīrat 
 Baybars, Sīrat Banī Hilāl, Sīrat al-Mujāhidīn (i.e. the Epic of the Holy Warriors), Sīrat Fīruz 
Shāh, Sīrat Ḥamza, Sīrat Sayf Ibn Dhī Yazan, Sīrat Sayf al-Tījān, Qiṣṣat az-Zīr Sālim. Epics
thatarepreservedinmanuscriptformonlyarenotincluded.

30 Lyons,“TheLandofWar”,p.45.
31 ForgeneralinformationandsecondaryliteratureseeCanard,“Dhūl-Himma”;Steinbach,

Dhat al-Himma, and Ott, Metamorphosen. English summary of the contents in Lyons,
Epic,vol.2,pp.151–211(concise)andvol.3,pp.301–504(extended).Adetailedstudyofthe
warriorwomeninthisepiccanbefoundinKruk,Warrior Women,pp.37–109.
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companion,thewarrioral-Baṭṭāl,whounderthenameofSeyyidBattalGazi
also became a major popular hero inTurkish epic.32 Other sources give the
variantsDalhamaorDelhemmafortheheroine’spropername,33sothatthe
titleappearsasSīrat Dalhama wa-l-BaṭṭālorsimplyDelhemma.Inanycase,the
sameepicisdenoted,which,forthesakeofconvenienceandconsistency,from
hereonwillonlybecalledtheEpic of the Holy Warriors. 

TheEpic of the Holy Warriorsstarts,asatribalepic,witharivalrybetween
twoArabictribes,namelytheBanūKilābandtheBanūSulaym,ontheArabian
Peninsula.TheBanūKilāb,anorthArabiantribewhowerepartlybroughtby
theUmayyadstosettleinSyria,havetheadvantage.FromSyria,thechiefsof
thetwotribestogetherleadtheIslamictroopsintoByzantineterritory.

ThreestagesleadfromtheCentralArabianHighlands,theNajdandHijāz,
totheByzantinecapital.Eachismarkedbyasymbolicobjectthathastobe
obtainedbytheheroes.ThefirstobjectisaprecioushorsenamedMuzna,a
symbolofbedouinlife.Itisaboutthismarethattheheroesandamīrsofthe
twoclansandofothersliketheBanūṬayyquarrelinthefirstepisodesofthe
epic.34

Thesecondsymbolicobjectconsistsoftwohawks,foundinthedesertby
theheroal-ṢaḥṣāḥandhiscompanionontheirsearchforadowryforṢaḥṣāḥ’s
bride.Pearlsandgoldenbellsaretiedtothehawks’feet.ButLaylā’sfatherdoes
notacceptthedowry.Bychance,alittlelaterṢaḥṣāḥrescuesthedaughterof
caliphʿAbdal-Malik,whofellvictimtoarobberywhenonherwaybackfrom
the pilgrimage to Mecca. The caliph’s son Maslama then tells him that the
caliph had lost two hawks. The two hawks are given back to the caliph in
Damascus,andthustheplotofthestoryleavesNajd.35

At thatpoint the firstexpeditionagainstConstantinople starts,a lengthy
campaignundertheleadershipofboththecaliph’ssonMaslamaandthebed-
ouinamīrṢaḥṣāḥ.TheheroesencounterthearmyoftheByzantineemperor
LeoIII(inArabicLāwūn).Afteranunsuccessfulsiegefromtheseaandtheloss
oftheMuslimfleet,theMuslimsmanagetoconquerConstantinoplebyerect-
ingasecondtownoppositethecity.Leonisforcedtosurrenderandtosubmit
tohumiliatingterms,andMaslamahasahugemosquebuiltwithinthecity,its

32 SeeDedes,Battalname.
33 Seebelownote47.
34 Episodes1to4inLyons,Epic,vol.2,pp.151–52;vol.3,pp.301–306.
35 Episodes5to7inLyons,Epic,vol.2,pp.152–53;vol.3,pp.307–10.
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baseonlyaslargeasacamel’sskin.36Variationsofthesametrickappearedin
literaturesinceantiquity.

ThisfirstandshorterpartoftheepicgoesbacktoaʻSyrio-Umayyadcycleʼ,
describingtheadventuresoftheUmayyadamīrMaslamaIbnʿAbdalmalikand
theheroesoftheBanūKilāb.AsMariusCanardhasconvincinglyargued,the
exploitsofthehistoricalghāzī al-Baṭṭālhaveherebeenputunderthenameof
theKilābīamīral-Ṣaḥṣāḥ.37

After thesuccessfulendof thecampaign, thedeathofal-Ṣaḥṣāḥandthe
birthof theepicheroal-Baṭṭāl,38 thethirdsymbolicobjectappears,shifting
theplottoBaghdādandtoMūsāal-Hādī,thenewʿAbbāsidcaliph.Theobject
ofthecaliph’sdesireisapreciouscandelabrabearingthreehundredcandles,
which is in the possession of the Byzantine emperor, and hangs within the
chapelintheinnermostpartofhispalace.TheheroesoftheBanūKilābare
nowsentouttofetchthecandelabraforthecaliph.Buttheemperor,too,has
hisagents,whoarealsoorderedtobringitback.39

Thus,thehorsesymbolizesthepowerofthebedouinwarlord,thehawksthe
poweroftheUmayyadcaliphandthecandelabrathepoweroftheByzantine
emperor.Thesethreesymbolicstagesformasecondlayertothecoreofthe
story,intowhichlaternumerouswarepisodesarefitted.40

TheadventuresoftheIslamicʻHolyWarriorsʼatthenorthernfrontierofthe
ʿAbbāsidempirefillthemajorpartofthenarrative.TheirstrongholdisMalaṭya
(Melitene),atownfoundedbyLeon’sdaughterMalaṭyaandsoonconquered
bytheIslamictroopswhomakeittheirhomebase.41Theroleplayedbythe
town of Malaṭya and its amīr ʿAmr Ibn ʿUbaydallāh of the Banū Sulaym is
the reason why this second and much longer part has been called the
ʻMeliteniancycleʼ.42IthadoriginallybeenthetribalepicoftheBanūSulaym,
andthereforeal-BaṭṭālandtheotherSulaymianheroeswillplaymajorroles
init.

Avastnumberofenthrallingepisodesfollows,coveringalmost90percent
ofthetext.Theseincludefeatsoftheheroesagainstmenandanimals,vivid
descriptionsoferoticandsexualrelationsbetweenArabmenandByzantine
women,manyconversionsofChristians(especiallywomen)toIslamandafew

36 Episodes8to12inLyons,Epic,vol.2,pp.153–55;vol.3,pp.310–15.
37 SeeCanard,“Dhūl-Himma”,p.237.
38 The“twofold”al-Baṭṭāl(thehistoricalghāzī vs.theepichero)isextensivelydiscussedin

Dedes,Battalname,pp.3–8.
39 Episodes27to29inLyons,Epic,vol.2,pp.159–60;vol.3,pp.328–30.
40 SeeOtt,“ByzantineWildEast”,pp.139–41.
41 Episode20inLyons,Epic,vol.2,p.157;vol.3,pp.322–23.
42 SeeCanard,“Dhūl-Himma”,p.237.
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fromIslamtoChristianity.Someofthemostinterestingepisodeshavebeen
listedbyP.A.AgapitosasparallelstoByzantineromances.43Beyondthat,the
manycontactsbetweenByzantineandArabwarriorwomenareworthmen-
tioning here, during which a “curious mixture of admiration, sympathy and
rivalry”isshown.44

ItisthefigureofanArabicwarriorwomanthatformsthebiographicalcore
oftheEpic of the Holy Warriors andtiesthetwopartstogether.Shortlyafterthe
conquestofConstantinople, thegirlFāṭima isborn to theBanūKilābtribe.
Alreadyasayounggirl,Fāṭimashowsherheroictalentsandrefusesmarriage
withthewords:

Father,Idonotneedalordormaster.Iamcreatedonlyforwrangling,not
formenandthemarriagebed.Onlymysword,mycoatofmailandmy
battlegearwill liewithme.TheonlythingthatIwill treatwith loving
careismyhorse’sfoal,andtheonlyeyeblackIwillaimforisthepowder
ofwindblowndust.45

FāṭimawillsoongetthehonorificnameDalhama(“she-wolf”)or,inlaterver-
sions, Dhāt al-Himma (“woman of high resolve”).46 As a warrior princess
(amīra), she carries countless courageous, treacherous and victorious deeds
fortheBanūKilāb(againsttheBanūSulaymandothertribes),fortheArabs
(against the Byzantines and other hostile nations) and for Islam in general
(againstChristianityandothernon-Islamicreligions).Wecaninfactreadthe
entire epic as a heroic Vita that includes the past history of her ancestors
and the adventures of her son and grandson, all of them survived by Dhāt
al-Himma.

Theepicends,afternolessthan12,000pages,withthedeathoftheleading
protagonists Dhāt al-Himma, her black-skinned son ʿAbd al-Wahhāb and of
theSulaymianheroal-Baṭṭāl.AfterthedeathofCaliphal-Wāthiq,thewhole
country“fromAnkaratoMalaṭya”isrecapturedbytheByzantines.47

43 SeeAgapitos,“InRhomaian”,p.270.
44 Kruk,Warrior Women,p.57.
45 Kruk,Warrior Women,p.48
46 “Dalhamah”and“Dhūl-Himma”aretheearliestandmostcommonformsoftheheroine’s

honorificnameinthemanuscriptsoftheSīrat al-Mujāhidīn.Theform“Dhātal-Himma”
appearsonlyin19thcenturymanuscriptsandprintededitions.Besidesthese,manyvari-
antformsofthenameoccur.Onthehistoryanddevelopmentofthename,seeOtt,Meta-
morphosen,pp.39–42.

47 Episodes170–71inLyons,Epic,vol.2,p.211;vol.3,pp.502–04.
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The date and circumstances of the composition of the Epic of the Holy 
Warriors arestillunknownandcanprobablyneverbeentirelyreconstructed.
Theearliesthypothesis,suggestedbyH.GrégoireandR.Goossensin1934,says
thatthebasisoftheepicmusthavebeenknowninNorthernSyriaaroundthe
year1000.48Butthiscanonlybetrueforitsfirstpart,i.e.theʻSyrio-Umayyad
Cycleʼ,sincethesecondpart(the‘Meliteniancycle’)containsmanyreferences
tothelaterCrusadesandtheFāṭimidandSeljukperiods(11th–12thcenturies).
On this question, M. Canard has given the most elaborate analysis. In his
detailedarticleintheEncyclopedia of Islam,hestatesthat“ifthefirstoutlines
oftheSyrio-UmayyadcycleweretracedasearlyastheUmayyadPeriod,and
thoseoftheMeliteniancycleshortlyafterthedeathofamīrʿAmrin249/863,it
wasatamuchlaterdate,andundertheinspirationofthespiritofhostilityto
theCrusaders,thatanepicoftheArab-ByzantinewarsfollowedbytheIslamo-
Frankish wars finally took shape”.49 A third hypothesis was proposed in my
own 2003 study, namely, that the entire epic could have emerged in post-
MirdāsidNorthernSyriainthe12thcentury,morepreciselybetween1100and
1143.50 The Mirdāsids were an Arabic local dynasty of Kilābian origin, who
ruled from their capital Aleppo between 1024 and 1080. The decline of the
poweroftheMirdāsidsdidnotreducethesuccessofanepicthathelpedto
strengthentribal,andpoliticalprideandfeelingsofidentity.Anattributionto
theMirdāsidswouldexplainwhyatribalepicoftheBanūKilābcouldattract
them.

2.2 Sīrat al-Ḥākim
ByzantiumandArab-Byzantinerelationsalsoformthemajorsubjectsofother
Arabianepics.Mostimportantistheepicofal-Ḥākim(Sīrat al-Ḥākim),which
hasremainedpracticallyunknowntowesternandevenArabresearch,sinceit
hasneverbeenprinted.Itsmanuscriptcopies,theearliestofwhicharedated
to1430,coverabout900folia,thatis1800pages,andaredividedintofive,ten
or 20 parts. Being so extensive, Sīrat al-Ḥākim may be counted among the
majorArabicepics.Inthecourseofthe19thcentury,severalmanuscriptcopies
of this epic were brought to European libraries, namely Paris, London,
Tübingen,Vienna,Gotha,andBerlin(Figure11.3).51

48 SeeGrégoire/Goossens,“ByzantinischesEpos”andCanard,“Dhūl-Himma”,p.238.
49 Canard,“Dhul-Himma”,p.238.
50 SeeOtt,Metamorphosen,p.50.
51 TheBerlinmanuscripthasbeendescribedandstudiedbyOtt,“Finally”,andLenora,Der 

gefälschte Kalif.
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Figure11.3 The 20 volumes of Sīratal-Ḥākim. Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin-PK, Orient-
abteilung: Codex Wetzstein II 486-505 (dated 1104/1693). Photo:C.Ott.
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The contents of Sīrat al-Ḥākim cover the history of the Fatimid Caliph
al-Ḥākimbi-Amrillāh(985–1021)beginningwithhisancestors,adynastyoffor-
merkingsofQayrawān.Itthenrelatesal-Ḥākim’slongpathtocaliphalpower,
hisadventuresascaliph,hismysteriousdisappearance,andthefoundationof
thecityofCairobyagirl,later“queen”namedal-Qāhira,daughterofFatima
andʿAbdal-ʿAzīz,thelatercaliphal-Malikal-Muʿizz.Thehistoryofthesons
andsuccessorsofal-Hakimisalsodescribed,mainlyhissonal-Ẓāhir,uptothe
deathofallprotagonists.WhilethefirsthalfoftheepicissetinNorthAfrica,
IndiaandYemen, thesecondhalf isalmostentirelyconnectedwith“Franks
andByzantines”,figureswithmixedpointsofreferencetoboththeCrusaders
andtheByzantines.Inlargepartsoftheepic,femaleprotagonistsarethemain
actors.Inparticular,thewives,mothersanddaughtersofallmaleprotagonists
playmajorroles intheepic.OnemightevencallSīrat al-Ḥākim the“female
faceofEgypt’sfantastichistory”.52

References to Byzantium start right at the beginning of Sīrat al-Ḥākim,
whenal-Abṭan,princeofQayrawān,andhisMamluksaretakencaptivebythe
“FranksofConstantinople”andbroughtbyshiptotheByzantinecapital.The
emperor of Constantinople asks al-Abṭan to become his son’s teacher, and
aftersevenyearsofsuccessful lessonsinallkindsofsciences, firstandfore-
mostthe“readingoftheInjīl (i.e.theGospel)”,theemperorsendshimhometo
Qayrawān.Alittlelater,al-Abṭanmeetstheemperor’ssonagaininQayrawān.
Hehadbeenrobbedbyagangofcriminalsandsoldasaslavetoal-Abṭan’s
father. When al-Abṭan recognizes his former disciple among the slaves, he
decides to free him and bring him back to Constantinople. The Byzantine
emperorgratefullywelcomeshisson’ssavior:

TheEmperorwasdelightedaboutthegreatkindness,whichtheteacher
hadgrantedhisson.Joyfullyhesaidtoal-Abṭan,“OhhonoredMuslim,if
allmenwerelikeyou,therewouldonlybehonestpeopleintheworld.
IhavenothingwithwhichIcouldrepayyou,exceptforonesinglething.”

“Andwhatkindofthingisthat,OhEmperor?”askedal-Abṭan.

“Muslim,youmustknow,”respondedtheEmperor,“thatonce,inolden
times,awiseandmightySultanruledoverthiscitywithhissoldiers.They
buriedmanytreasures,fortheyunderstoodtheskillofalchemy,andGod
theExalted,mayHebepraised,gavethemore, fromwhichtheycould
makegold.Inthesamewaytheycouldmakepearlsandjewelsfrompeb-
bles.Theyburiedthetreasuresundergroundaroundhere,putsentinels

52 SeeOtt,“Finally”,p.64.
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inplacetoguardthetreasurecaves,andmarkedtheplaceswherethey
lay. [...] They recorded in parchment books the entire knowledge that
GodtheExalted,mayHebepraised,gavethem,andbroughtallthebooks
intothismightychurch,moreprecisely,intothisveryfountainhere.At
thebottomofthefountainthereisagiganticcavernfilledwithtreasure.
Andyou,Muslim,arethemostworthymanofourtime,tobelowered
intothisundergroundtreasurechamber.”53

Thebooksofalchemy,wisdomandmagic,whichal-Abtanthenobtains,will
playaveryimportantrolethroughouttheepic.Al-Ḥākimseagernesstopossess
thetreasuresthataredescribedthere,andevenmorethanthese,allthetrea-
sures of the world, is one of the major themes of the Sīrat al-Ḥākim. The
treasuresthatitdescribesindetailalsodemonstrateinterestingremindersof
PharaonicandotherEgyptianmotifs,andthrowlightontherolethatEgyptian
antiquitiesplayintheimaginationoftheepic.54 

Butletuscomebacktotheepic’sreferencestoByzantium.Withthehelpof
a pair of trained giant, one-eyed monsters called ʿurund, al-Qāhira and her
troopsconquerConstantinopleandcaptureitsrulerSabīlIbnMikhāʾīl:

Thepeoplemarchedoutofthechurchtothegatewayofthepalace,in
which Sabīl had taken up his position. There they immediately saw
Barjuwānwiththe‘Urundandthe‘Urundastormingaheadlikebillowing
surf.[...]AbuḤīlacriedout,“ThereisnoGodbutGod,Muhammedisthe
ProphetofGod.Praisedbethecreatorofallthings!”ThenobleQāhira
shouted,“OEmir,Swordofthefaith,mayourlordcommandthe‘Urund
tobreakopenthispalaceforus.”ThenBarjuwānsentthe‘Urundagainst
thepalacegate,andhedestroyeditandtorethewall, the ‘Urundafol-
lowedhim.AndEmperorSabīlshouted,“Helpme!Helpme,youservants
oftheCompassionateGod!”55

AftertheemperorofSicily,ʿAbdal-Ṣalīb,isalsoconvertedtoIslam,theheroes
proceedtoconquerVenice,Genoaandthe“IsleofMinerals”(jazīrat al-maʿādin).
Aftermanyadventures,towardstheendoftheepictheIslamicheroesreturn
to the treasure cave under the “great church” (al-kanīsa al-ʿūẓmā) of Con-
stantinople,whichagainisdescribedintheutmosttechnicaldetail:

53 Sīrat al-Ḥākim,MS.BerlinSBBPK,We.II486,fol.6a,4–6b,12.
54 SeeLenora,Der gefälschte Kalif,p.185–97.
55 MS.BerlinWE.II505,fol.10a,8–18.
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EmperorConstantinehadgatheredthetreasureandhadalsoerectedthe
ʻGreat Churchʼ above it. It had 360 entrances, in conformity with the
numberofdays intheyear.Onceayear,ononeappointedday,all the
gateways were opened and then closed again, after which only one of
themremainedopen, namelytheonethatfacedtheimperialpalace.He
hadalsobuilt360gatewaysintothetreasurecave,eachoneofwhichdif-
feredfromeveryother.Behindthefirstdoorhedugastairwayintothe
earth,160stepsdeep.Someofthestepswerefirm,othersgavewaywhen
theyweresteppedon.Hemadethefirmonesofwhitemarble,thedeadly
onesofblack(...).56

Theystepdownintothecave,retrieveallthetreasures,andgohometoCairo.57
TheSīrat al-ḤākimisanexcellentexampleofthefascinationArabsfeltforthe
wayoflife,materialcultureandartoftheByzantines.

2.3 Sīrat ʿAntara
ThefocusonByzantiumasa“favoredenemy”istrueevenforsomeepicsthat
aresetinpre-Islamictimes,suchastheSīrat ʿAntara.There,Byzantiumispre-
sentedastherivalofPersia,eachwiththeirownclientkings,whonormally
finditconvenienttoliveinpeacewithoneanother:

YouknowthattheemperorofGreece[…]hasalwaysbeenaccustomedto
sendtoChosroeavastquantityofgoods,andpreciousstones,andmetals
andjewels,andmaleandfemaleEuropeanslaves,andotherobjects,in
short,thatthetonguefailsindescribing[...]OnedayBadhramūtcameto
the Emperor, and found him sitting down, and all his treasures before
him:hewasselectingthebestmetalsandjewels,andwasputtingthemin
cups,andwassealingthemup,andwaspackingthemupinboxes,and
was preparing them for a long journey by land. Badhramūt was much
agitatedandsurprisedatthis.“Towhomdoyouintendsendingthistrea-
sure?”heasked.“ToChosroeNushirvan,thelordofthecrownandpalace”,
repliedtheEmperor, “forhe is theKingofPersiaandDaylam,andthe
rulerofnations”.“Omonarch,thisKing,ishenotofthereligionofJesus,
thesonofMary?”thechiefasked.“HeisthegreatKing”,hereplied,“and
heworshipsfire;andhehasarmiesandallieswhosenumbersareincal-

56 MS.ViennaNr.782,fol.323b,15–324a,1.
57 SeeLenora,Der gefälschte Kalif,pp.133–34.
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culable,andonthisaccountIsendhimtribute,andkeephimawayfrom
myowncountry”.58

“EquilibriumintheregionisupsetbyFranks,moreformidablefightersthan
theByzantines,whowishnotmerelytoconquerbutalsotocolonize,andin
thiscontextArabsarenaturalsupportersofwhoeveropposesthem”,59Lyons
continues.Thisistoexplainwhythepre-IslamicwarriorʿAntara,theheroof
the Sīrat ʿAntara, when fighting on the side of the Persians against the
Byzantines,killstheFrankal-Khalījān,whohasswornto“takeovertheking-
shipofalltheMessiah’slands”.60Thisisaclearandanachronisticallusionto
theCrusadesandthe“disturbinginfluencethattheCrusadersexertedonthe
balancebetweenIslamandByzantium”.61

The same epic, Sīrat ʿAntara, also has a number of passages referring to
Byzantiuminanother,lesshostile,way.Towardtheendoftheepic,thereisone
sceneinwhichtheByzantinestrytohonortheirguestʿAntarwithastatue,a
gesture, which he appreciates but also thinks incompatible with religion.62
Thus,evenbeforetheemergenceofIslam,religionisanimportantissue.

2.4 Other Epics
IntheSīratḤamza al-Pahlawān,thepre-IslamicheroḤamzaiswelcomedat
Constantinople by the wise king Stephanos and then visits Greece and the
country of Caesar, “king of the Rūmān”, which, according to Lyons, is more
likelytobeAnatolianCaesareathanRome.63Here,too,allusionstoByzantium
seemtofitmoreappropriatelyinto“adistortedmemoryoftheCrusades”.64

In the famous Sīrat Baybars, which takes place principally in Cairo, and
dealswiththecampaignsandbattlesoftheMamlukSultanBaybars(reigned
1259–77)againsttheMongolsontheonehandandtheCrusadersontheother,
ByzantiumandtheByzantinesplayonlyaminorrole.TheByzantineemperor
Michael is kidnapped and handed over to Baybars in a wooden box, after
BaybarshadattackedtheByzantinesandMichaelhadshuthimselfinhiscity
andclosedthestraitswithanironchain.65

58 Hamilton,ʿAntar,vol.I,pp.254,259.
59 Lyons,“TheLandofWar”,p.43.
60 Ibid.,p.42.
61 Ibid.,p.43.
62 Lyons,Epic,vol.2,pp.41–42;vol.3,pp.70(episodeNo.80).
63 Ibid.,p.44.
64 Ibid.,p.44.
65 Lyons,Epic,vol.3,p.108;Herzog, Geschichte,p.872.
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ThesameisthecaseintheSīrat Banī Hilāl, whereanattackonMeccabyan
unknown“kingofRūm”66istheonlymentionofByzantium;thesīraitselfis
predominantly set in the motherland of the Arabic tribes on the Arabian
Peninsula(Najd).InthecontinuationoftheSīrat Banī Hilāl,theTaghrībat Banī 
Hilāl,theheroesemigratefromthereinawesterndirectiontoTunis,passing
byIraq,Syria–whereonceagaintheCrusadersareholdingthecitiesofRamla
andJerusalem–andEgypt.

SeveralothersiyardonotalludetoByzantiumatall.

3 Cross-Border Warriors, or: an Arabic Digenis? 

Therecanbenodoubtthatthemostextensiveandmostoriginalrepresenta-
tion of the ʻIslamic Wild Westʼ (the Arabic side of the literary borderland
between Byzantium and the Arabs) is the Epic of the Holy Warriors. On the
Byzantineside,theDigenis Akritis67isitsclosestcounterpart,describingwhat
couldbecalledtheʻByzantineWildEastʼ.

Howcloselythetwoepictraditionscametogether inthis literaryborder-
landcanbeseenfromDigenis’ancestry.Twodifferentgenealogiesaregiven
accordingtotheGrottaferata(G)andtheEscorial(E)versionsoftheDigenis 
Akritisrespectively.Interestinglyenough,theyseemtobeinspiredbythetwo
mainsourcesoftheArabianEpic of the Holy Warriors.InE,theemirisadescen-
dant, on his father’s side, of “Mouselom”,68 who can most probably be
identifiedwithMaslama,theprotagonistoftheʻSyrio-UmayyadCycleʼofthe
Epic of the Holy Warriors.69InG,hismaternalgrandfatheris“Ambron”,70who
doubtlessly is identical with ʿAmr Ibn ʿUbaydallāh, the amīr of Malaṭya and
protagonistofthe̒ MeliteneCycleʼinthesameepic.71Byusingtheirnames,the
emir relates himself to the great heroes of the Arabian epic and creates for
himselfakindofʻWild-West-genealogyʼ.72

Inthisgenealogy,rapineactivityplaysanessentialrole.Itismentionedin
theDigenisaswellasintheArabianEpic.IntheEscorialversionoftheDigenis,
theemirsaystohiswife:“DoyounotrememberwhatIsufferedbecauseofyou

66 Lyons,Epic,vol.2,p.120.
67 OnDigenisseealsothechapterbyC.Jouannointhisvolume.
68 Jeffreys,Digenis,p.xxxv.
69 Jeffreys,Digenis,p.xxxvii.
70 Jeffreys,Digenis,pp.xxxv–xxxvi.
71 Canard,“Lesprincipauxpersonnages”,p.170.
72 SeeOtt,“ByzantineWildEast”,p.144.
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atthebeginning?[…]Itookyouasaslaveinthebeginning,butIlookedonyou
asmylady”.73

Aquitesimilarstoryisthatofal-ḤārithandRabāb,ancestorsoftheheroes
oftheBanūKilābinthefirstgeneration.Itrunsasfollows:oneday,al-Ḥārith,
theamīroftheBanūKilāb,goesonarazzia(Arab. ghazwa).Havingbeensuc-
cessful,heseesthebeautifulRabābamongsthisbootyandrapturesherfrom
herparents.Herfatherisdeeplyhurtandcries:“Whydidyoutakeherbyvio-
lence?Itwouldhavebeenbetterforyoutotakeherbylawandmarryher”.74

Al-Ḥāriththencollectsadowry,paysittoherfatherandthusmarriesher.
Thislove-storyistheveryfirstepisodeoftheEpic of the Holy Warriors.Itopens
thewholeepicandassuchisquitewellknown.Itcouldbeeasilyimaginedthat
theallusionintheDigenis istothisstory.

Justas theyoungDigenispasses throughaseriesof stageson theway to
becomingthesupremehero,thesameistruefortheyoungFāṭima/Dhātal-
Himma,themainheroineoftheEpic of the Holy Warriors.Alreadyasayoung
girl,shekillsalion,cutsbranchesandreedstomakethemintoweaponsand
teachesherselftheartoffightingonhorseback.75

Manymorecross-referencescanbetracedinthetwoworks,anddedicated
researchwillsurelybringtolightmostofthese.Butweshouldnotforgetthat
thereisathirdworkofArabicliteraturethatiscloselyconnectedtoboththe
Epic of the Holy Warriors andtheDigenis:theSīrat ʿUmar. 

3.1 From Epic to Romance: Sīrat ʿUmar and the Impact of the Arabian 
Nights

Sīrat ʿUmaristhetitleofanextensiveArabian Nightstale;morepreciselythe
firstandmoreconcisepartoftheEpic of the Holy Warriors (the̒ Syrio-Umayyad
Cycleʼ)afterhavingundergonealiterarymetamorphosis,attheendofwhichit
becamepartoftheArabian Nights orThousand and One Nights.

ThreestepsledtotheadaptationoftheepicintotheArabian Nights,two
ofwhicharequitetechnical:theinsertionoftheʻnights formulaʼ(oftenwith
thefunctionofacliffhanger),76andtheincorporationofindependentstory-

73 Digenis E355.359,ed.Jeffreys,p.264.
74 Sīrat al-Mujāhidīn,ed.Beirut,p.7.
75 Kruk,Warrior Women,pp.41–45.
76 ThevariousArabic textsusedifferentnights formulas,e.g. “Morningnowdawnedand

Shahrazadbrokeofffromwhatshehadbeenallowedtosay”(Lyons,accordingtotheZER
redaction),and“ButmorningovertookShahrazad,andshelapsedintosilence”(Haddawy 
Arabian Nights,accordingtotheMahdiedition).
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in-the-stories.77Butthemostimportantchangeaffectsthegeneralstyleand
attitudeoftheepic.Theepicwastransformedintoamorerefined,morefab-
ulous,andmoreromantictext, inotherwordsashift fromepictoromance.
While the Epic of the Holy Warriors intends to relate to real history with its
manyreferencestothe7th-9thcenturiesandawell-definedgeographicalset-
ting,theSīrat ʿ Umarrelatestomattersoflove,familysagaandfairytale,almost
entirelyfreefromhistoricalandgeographicalreference.Thisisevidentfrom
thetext’sopeningepisodes. “Onceuponatime…”Sophia,adaughterof the
Byzantineemperor,cametothecourtofanimaginarykingʿUmaral-Nuʿmān
ofBaghdadasagiftfromḤardūb,alocalkingofCaesarea,whohadcaptured
herontheseashore.AsKingʿUmar’sslave,shebearsaboyandagirl.The“two-
born”heroesaretheprotagonistsoftheSīrat ʿUmar,amotifthatcomesquite
closetotheDigenis Akritis.

Inthecourseofthestory,whereastherelationshipbetweenthetwoArabic
textsbecomescloser,andverbatimquotationsofwholeepisodesandpassages
are predominant, almost all the historical proper names were changed into
a-historical fantasy names. For example, the historical Maslama, son of the
Umayyadcaliph ʿAbdal-Malikandheroof the ʻSyrio-UmayyadCycleʼof the
Epic of the Holy Warriors, appearsasḌaw’al-Makān(“LightofthePlace”)inthe 
Sīrat ʿUmar. His comrade Ṣaḥṣāḥ gets the fantastical name Kāna mā kān
(“Therewas–therewasnot”).TheByzantineemperorLeoIII,intheEpic of the 
Holy WarrorscalledLāwūn,getsthenameLāwīintheTübingenManuscriptof
theSīrat ʿUmar,butintheCalcuttaedition,whichresemblesthemorewide-
spreadEgyptianRecensionoftheArabianNights(ZER),hisnameisAfrīdūn,a
modificationofthePersiannameFerīdūn.Persiannamesfittheframestoryof
Shahrazād,whichissetinpre-IslamicIran.Theyarealsosubstitutedforthe
militaryleaderʿAṭṭāfintheEpic of the Holy Warriors,whobecomesfirstRustam
andlaterSāsān,bothPersiannames.

77 IntheArabian Nights,wefrequentlyfindstoriesinsertedintootherstories.Openingslike
thefollowingarenotexceptional:“Iheard,OhappyKing,thatthetailortoldtheKingof
China,thatthebarbertoldthegueststhathesaidtothecaliph:Mybrothersaidtothe
lady...”.Inthiscase,thetaleofthesecondbrotherisinsertedintothestoryofthebarber
whichisaninsertionintoofthestoryofthetailorwithintheframeworkofthestoryof
the hunchback and the King of China, see Haddawy, Arabian Nights, p. 272.The Sīrat 
ʿUmarhasfourlengthytalesinserted,twoofthemcontainingmorestories-within-stories.
Thetalesareinsertedatplacesinthenarrative,wheretheprotagoniststelloneanother
stories.ThestoryofTājal-MulukandthePrincessDunya,forexample,isinsertedwhen
the Muslim army attacks Constantinople and the vizier Dandan seeks to console the
grievingkingDawʾal-Makān.Themostfamousoftheinsertedstoriesaretheerotictale
of the Hashish-Eater and the story of Abu Hassan the wag: see Lyons, Arabian Nights,
vol.I,pp.304–594.
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Thefollowinginstanceofthisnamesubstitutionseemstobeparticularly
relevanthere.

ThetwoArabictribeswhoserivalryopenstheEpicoftheHolyWarriors,
namely the Banū Kilāb and the Banū Sulaym, become “Turks and
Daylamites”intheSīrat ʿUmar.Twoexamplesforthismayalsoillustrate
howsimilarthewordingofthetwoversionsstillis:IntheEpic of the Holy 
Warriors, adeadByzantine patrikios isdescribedwith thewords: “This 
baṭrīqwasatruegiant;a man of the Banū Kilābhadkilledhim.”78
 ThecorrespondingpassageoftheSīrat ʿUmarhas:“Thisbaṭrīq wasa
giantofthegiants;a man of the Turkshadkilledhim.”79
 AtanotherplaceintheEpic of the Holy Warriors, theamīr selectssol-
diers for a raid: “Then he chose one hundred horsemen amongst the
heroes of the Banū Kilāb and the Banū Sulaym”.80
 The text of Sīrat ʿUmar is as follows: “Then he let the Turks and 
Daylamites comebeforehimandchoseamongst the heroesonehun-
dredshorsemen.”81

Interestinglyenough,“TurksandDilamites”arementionedintheGrottaferrata
versionoftheDigenistoo,aspartoftheIslamictroops.82

How,then,canweexplainalltheseallusions?Surelynotbysimplysuppos-
ingthattheauthoroftheDigenis AkritishadreadorheardeithertheEpic of the 
Holy WarriorsortheSīrat ʿUmar.ThecompositionofSīrat ʿUmar was,inany
case, too late and too far away from the formative period and region of the
Digenis.ButatthetimeofthecompositionoftheDigenis, NorthernSyriawas
a platform for cultural, political and economic relations with Byzantium. It
maywellbethecasethatByzantinescameintocontactwiththeemergingEpic 
of the Holy Warriorshere,evenifnotinitsfinalform.

Where, when and under which circumstances the metamorphosis from
epictoromancetookplaceisstill,andmostprobablywillremain,speculative.
The oldest testimony of the Sīrat ʿUmar is a manuscript preserved in the
University Library of Tübingen. The manuscript has no colophon, but can
mostprobablybedatedinthe17thcentury.Itisa̒ secondbookʼoftheThousand 
and One Nights, containingNights281 to542andcoveringexactly thecom-
pletestoryofʿUmaran-Nuʿmān.

78 Sīrat al-Mujāhidīn,ed.Cairo1909,vol.4,p.63.
79 Sīrat ʿUmar,MSTü,fol.356b,l.5–6.
80 Sīrat al-Mujāhidīn,ed.Cairo1909,vol.4,p.59.
81 Sīrat ʿUmar,MSTü,fol.354b,l.2–4.
82 Digenis Akritis GI45,ed.Jeffreys,p.4.
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TheʻTübingenʿUmarʼistheonlyilluminatedArabian Nightsmanuscriptin
existence,apartfromacopyofitwhichispreservedintheJohnRylandsLibrary
inManchester.Theminiaturesof theTübingenUmarshowscenes fromthe
Sīrat ʿUmarusingsimplifiedschematicimagery.Knightsonhorseback,hunt-
ingandadventurescenes,aswellasmeetingsandconversationsbetweenthe
characters involved, are illustrated. While the open air scenes are provided
with no background, the scenes indoors are always framed by architectural
elements.Theirformattingisusuallyslightlybroaderthanthatofwidthofthe
text(Figure11.4).

AsMuhsinMahdihascorrectlyassumed,the‘TübingenUmar’isaformal
attempt to continue the tradition of the Arabian Nights broken off in Night
282.83Itwasinfactquiteasuccessfulattempt.Theso-calledʻEgyptianrecen-
sionʼincorporatedtheSīrat ʿUmarintothecanonicalArabian Nightstext,and
so,alltheprintedversionsweknowincludethatstory.

PanagiotisAgapitosstatesthattheSīrat ʿUmar“doesnotincludethetypeof
authentication device we observe in the Digenis, possibly because the tale’s
presenceintheThousand and One Nightsexcludedanynotionofitbeing‘true
history’”.84 Despite this observation, the spirit of the Digenis seems to be
somewhat similar to that of the Sīrat ʿUmar. Both share an ahistoric and
romanticspirit,atleastincomparisonwiththeArabianepic,bywhichboth
textsareinspired.Andwecangoabitfurther;istherenot,betweenthelines
ofSīrat ʿ UmaraswellastheDigenis Akritis,akindofhumor,evenirony,towards
thesevereness,thereligiousenthusiasm,andtheendlessslaughtersoftheEpic 
of the Holy Warriors?CouldthispossiblybethereasonwhyDigenis,although
anAkritis,totallyrefrainsfromthebloody,brutalandhumorlesswayoflifeof

83 Thefamous15thcentury“GallandManuscript”,whichwasbroughttoParisfromAleppo
in1701,breaksoffinNight282.MuḥsinMahdībelievesthattheTübingenUmarbelongs
towhathedescribesasal-muḥāwalāt al-ūlā li-stitmāmi l-kitāb fī l-farʿ al-miṣrī:“Thefirst
attemptstocompletethebookintheEgyptianbranch”:Mahdi,Kitāb Alf layla wa-layla,
vol.2,pp.294–303.The“Egyptianbranch”isagroupofmanuscriptscopiedinEgyptfrom
the16thcenturyonwards,thatistosay:inthelateMamlukandEarlyOttomaneras.In
theseperiods,EgyptandSyriahadsuchclosepoliticalandeconomicrelationsthatitis
hardtodefinewhetheranobjectfoundinoneofthebigcitiesofSyriaorEgyptreally
originatedthere,orwasbroughttherebytradersortravelers.TheTübingenUmarmayin
facthavebeenwrittendowninEgypt.Itsfoliationandthegeneralstyleoftheillumina-
tionsshowacertainresemblancewithafamilyofmanuscriptsfromCairo.Butthenthe
manuscriptmusthavebeenbroughttoAleppo.Thereitwasincorporatedintothelibrary
of the famous librarianAḥmadal-Rabbātal-Shaqifātīal-Ḥalabī: seeOtt, “Woversteckt
sich”.

84 Agapitos,“InRhomaian”,p.272.
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Figure11.4 Codex TÜ M.A. VI 32 (17th century), University Library of Tübingen: Sīrat‘Umar, 
fol. 159b: an illustrated page of the “Tübingen ʿUmar”. Photo:courtesyofthe
UniversityLibrary,Tübingen. 
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the Islamic Holy Warriors, and only confronts robbers and wild animals?
Furthermore,couldthishumorpossiblygiveusatleastasmallglimpseofhope
intoday’stimesofwarinSyriaandacrossitsborders?Exactlythesameregion,
many centuries ago, where the cross-border warriors of the Arabian epics
emerged.
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Chapter12

The Literary Life of a Fictional Life: Aesop in 
Antiquity and Byzantium

Grammatiki A. Karla

Aesop,bothafictionalandhistoricalfigure,isheldtobetheinventorofwell-
knowntalesofanimals.Heissaidtohavelivedinthe7thc.BC,andthereexists
anumberofliterarytestimoniesfromantiquitythatrefertohim(Herodotus,
Aristophanes,etc.).1Theseagreeonthreemainpoints:Aesopislinkedtotales
aboutanimals;hehadbeenaslave;andhemetatragicendatDelphi.These
pointsbecomethenarrativethreadsinalengthyimaginarybiographyknown
astheLife of Aesop(henceforwardLife).

TheauthoroftheLifeisanonymousandthereisnoconsensusoverthedate
andplaceofcompositionofthework.Thedatingofapapyrusfragmentfrom
Berlin(P.Berol. 11628) to the2ndor3rdcenturyADstandsas terminus ante 
quemfortheLife,andscholarsseemtoagreeonthedatingofthearchetypeto
theperiodofthe1stcenturyBC–2ndcenturyAD.2Thequestionofwherethe
workwascomposedis,however,stillopen.Perry’ssuggestionthatitwaswrit-
teninEgyptisnotconvincing,becausetheargumentsheemploys–theroleof
IsisasleaderoftheMuses(Μουσαναγωγός),thehostilitytowardsApolloand
thementioningofNectanebo–3donotdefinitivelyprovethattheLife origi-
natedthere.MoreappealingistheviewthattheanonymousauthoroftheLife
islikelytohavebeenabilingualscholarfromsomewhereintheEast,whowas
familiarwithbothGreekandEasternliterature.4

1 The“TestimoniadeAesopoFabulisqueAesopiis”arebefoundinPerry,Aesopica,pp.211–41.
2 Onthedifferentsuggestionsregardingthedateofthearchetype, seeKarla,Vita Aesopi,

pp.8–9;Konstantakos,ΑκίχαροςIII,pp.62–64.
3 Perry,Studies,pp.24–26;Perry,Aesopica,p.5.
4 Konstantakos,ΑκίχαροςIII,pp.347–51,554.

© KoninklijkeBrillNV,Leiden,2016 | doi10.1163/9789004307728_014
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Thelanguageispopularkoine withmanyelementsfromthevernacularand
from oral language.5 The vocabulary also includes rare words and phrases,
someofwhicharenotfoundinotherliterarytexts.6

 Textual Tradition

ThetextualtraditionoftheLifeisparticularlyrich.Therearefivepapyrusfrag-
ments ranging from the 2nd/3rd century AD to the 6th/7th century.7
Furthermore,themanuscripttraditionofthetextisdividedintothefollowing
threeversions:

1. VersionGorPerriana(namedafteritsfirsteditor,BenEdwinPerry),8is
transmittedinasinglemanuscript,codex397ofPierpontMorganLibrary
NewYork(G)fromtheearly11thcentury.9Thisisthemostancientmanu-
scriptoftheLife,andinalllikelihoodthetexttransmittedthereinisthe
oneclosesttothearchetype.10

2. Version W or Westermanniana (named after its first editor, Anton
Westermann)11consistsoftworecensions,MORNandBPThSA.12Thetext
transmittedinthisversionisbrieferthanthatinthePerriana(G),butin
somecasesithasmaterialfromthearchetypethatdoesnotexistinG,

5 ForthelanguageofLifesee Papademetriou,Αἰσώπεια,pp.15–18;Karla,“FictionalBiogra-
phy”;see alsothespecializedstudiesbyHostetter,A Linguistic Study,andStamoulakis,Το 
λεξιλόγιο της Μυθιστορίας.

6 RuizMontero,“Νivelesdelengua”,p.607,singlesoutnolessthan45hapax legomena.For
rareandlatewordsandneworlatemeaningsanduses,seeHostetter,A Linguistic Study,
pp.108–14.

7 Perry,Studies,pp.39–70;Haslam,The Oxyrhynchus Papyri48,pp.53–56;id.,The Oxyrhyn-
chus Papyri53,pp.149–72;Ferrari,“POxy3331eVitaAesopi18”,p.296.

8 Perry,Aesopica,pp.35–77.
9 AccordingtoHusselman,“ALostManuscript”,p.104,andPerry,“TextTradition”,p.198,the

ms.dates back to the 10/11th century.Thismanuscriptalsopreservesa fragment ofan
earliertranslationinGreekoftheworkKalila and Dimna(fol.1–7).Onthisissueseethe
chapterbyB.Krönunginthepresentvolumepp.427–62.

10 Karla,“DieältesteVersion”.
11 Westermann,Vita Aesopi.
12 Bothrecensionsarenamedaftertheinitialsofthemss.:Μ(Monacensisgr.525;14thcen-

tury);Ο(Baroccianus194,15thcentury);R(Vaticanusgr.1192,14thcentury);N(Parisinus
gr.2894,13thcentury);B(LondinensisAdd.gr.17015,15thcentury);P(VaticanusPalatinus
gr.269);Th(ThessalonicensisBibliothecaeUniversitatis86,11thcentury);S(Mosquensis
G.I.M.436,13thcentury);A(Atheniensis,BenakiMuseum53(TA72),13th/14thcentury).
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anditsurvives inmanymoremanuscripts,which impliesthat ithada
widertransmission.Itwasprobablyfromthisversion(W),andmorespe-
cifically from recensio MORN, that the Latin translation of the Life, the
so-calledLolliniana,originated.ThisisnamedaftertheLollinianalibrary
ofBelluno/Italy,wherethe14thcenturycodex26,transmittingchapters
1–88a,isheld.AnotherLatintranslationoftheLifeandFablesofAesop
wasproducedbyRinucciodaCastiglioneofArezzoin1448,whoappar-
ently used a Greek manuscript belonging to the recensio BPThSA (per-
hapsanimmediateancestorofthemanuscriptP).13

3. TheByzantineversionoftheLife,theAccursiana(namedafterthefirst
editor,BonusAccursius, 1479/80)orPlanoudeanversion,probablyalso
derives from the Westermanniana, and, more precisely, from a manu-
scriptoftherecensioBPThSA.14Thisreductionisatranspositionofthe
LifeinamoreeruditelinguisticregisterbythemonkMaximosPlanoudes
(14thcentury).Itistransmittedinatleast30manuscripts,althoughthere
isonlyoneedition,producedbyEberhardtin1872.

4. Therearealsofourmetaphrases(translations),inalowregister,datingto
theearlyModernGreekperiod(16th-17thcentury).15

 Plot

TheLifebeginsbydefiningAesop’sʻprofessionalprofileʼ(βιωφελέστατος“great
benefactor”,λογοποιός“storyteller”),16hissocialstatus(δοῦλος“slave”),hisori-
gin (Φρὺξ ἐξ Ἀμορίου τῆς Φρυγίας “in Amorium of Phrygia”), as well as his
appearance, throughacatalogueofhisuglyphysicalcharacteristics.Special
mentionisalsomadeofhisdifficultyinenunciatingcorrectly.Afterthisintro-
duction(ch.1)andanepisodethattakesplaceinthehouseofAesop’smaster
(chs.2–3),thenarrativethencentersonamiraculousevent(theintervention
of the Goddess Isis), during which Aesop acquires “excellent speech” (τὸν
ἄριστον λόγον) and the ability “to knit and compose Greek fables” (μύθων
Ἑλληνικῶνπλοκὴνκαὶποιήσεις)(ch.7).Subsequently,heissoldtothephiloso-
pherXanthosinSamos,andseveralamusingencountersbetweentheerudite

13 Perry,“Rinuccio’sAesop”.
14 Karla,Vita Aesopi,pp.58–61.
15 Editions of these Early Modern Greek translations are in Papathomopoulos, Πέντε 

δημώδεις μεταφράσειςandEideneier,Äsop.
16 AllreferencestothetextoftheLifearetakenmainlyfromversionG,primarilyfromthe

editionofFerrari,Romanzo di Esopo,andthetranslationofWills,The Quest,pp.177–225.
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masterandhiswittyslavearerecorded.Intheseepisodestheuglyandunedu-
catedslaveproveshimselfsuperiortothephilosopherofrepute(chs.20–91).
AfterhesuccessfullyinterpretsariddlefortheSamians,andoffersthem,asa
result,wisepoliticaladviceregardingthethreatposedbyCroesus,Aesopwins
hisfreedomandtravelstothecourtofthePersianking,where,bymeansofhis
clevertales,heearnstheadmirationofthekingand,alongwithit,thepromise
of peace for his fellow Samians. He returns to the island in triumph, and is
awardedspecialhonoursbythepopulation(chs.92–100).Thenarrativenow
leapsforwardintimeandreportsAesop’sdecisiontotravelaroundtheworld.
Andsohedoesgainingrecognitionandhonourseverywhere.InBabylon,at
the court of King Lycoros, Aesop is offered a high administrative position,
whenhehelpsthekingwinaseriesofriddlecontestsagainsthisenemies–
suchariddlecontestshavingtakentheplaceofwars–andasaresulthebrings
prosperity toBabylon(chs. 101–23).Aesop,however,decides tocontinuehis
journey around the world, until he arrives at Delphi. There, contrary to his
expectations, he is not welcomed by the residents of the city. He then tells
them an insulting tale, whereupon the people of Delphi make false accusa-
tions against him and sentence him to death. Aesop tries to save his life by
narrating various tales, but in vain. Without any hesitation the people of
Delphidrivehimtotheedgeofacliffandpushhimover.Shortlyafterwards
thecityisafflictedbyadisease.However,“whentheGreeks,Babylonians,and
SamiansheardofAesop’sexecutiontheyavengedhisdeath”(chs.124–42).

 Structure 

AnarticlepublishedbyHolzbergin1992hasbeenveryinfluentialinspreading
theviewthattheLifeisaliterarywork,completeinitself.Incontrasttothose
critics who suggested that the Life is merely a conglomeration of elements
drawnatrandomfromvarioussources,heproposedaliteraryreappraisalof
theworkandthroughstructuralanalysisdemonstratedtheunityandcohesion
oftheLife.Inhisarticle,HolzbergdividestheLifeintofiveunits,inaccordance
withthestructureofaNewComedyplay:

1. Introduction/Pre-history(1–19)
2. AesopandXanthos(20–91)
 2.1. AesopcomesasslavetothehouseofXanthos(20–33)
 2.2.Aesopplaystricksonhismaster(34–64)
 2.3.Aesophelpshismaster([65–67]68–91)
3. AesophelpstheSamians(92–100)
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4. AesophelpsthekingofBabylonLycoros(101–123)
5. AesopinDelphi:hecannothelphimself(124–142).17

Recently,Ruiz-MonteroalsodividedtheLifeintofiveunits,andusesPropp’s
morphologyofthefolktale18tostudythecompositionofthetext.19However,
the five units can be reduced to three large units,20 which in turn may be
dividedintosmallersectionsasfollows:

A.Chs.1–100Aesopasslave
• Ch.1prooemium(origin,socialstatus,anddescriptionofAesop)
• Chs.2–9(miracleofIsis,restitutionofJustice)“Birth”ofthelogopoios.
• Chs. 10–20 (10–11 Aesop is handed over to Zenas – a kind of first sale for

Aesop;12–20AesopissoldtotheslavetraderOphelion–Aesopissoldfora
secondtime)

• Chs.21–100AesopinSamos
•Chs.21–27:AesopissoldtoXanthos(thirdsaleforAesop)
•Chs.28–80:varioushumorousepisodesinvolvingAesopandXanthos
•Chs.81–98:AesopandtheSamians.Aesopwinshisfreedom
•Chs.99–100:AesopandCroesus.AesopreturnstoSamos(conclusionof

thefirstpart–deificationofAesop)
B.Chs.101–23:AesopintheserviceoftheBabyloniankingLycoros.
• 101–11:AesopatthecourtofLycoros,inBabylon.
• 112–23:AesopatthecourtofNectaneboinMemphis.HisreturntoBabylon

(conclusionofthesecondpart–deificationofAesop)
C.Chs.124–42:AesopatDelphiandhisdeath
• Thecause(theinsultandthereactionofthepeopleofDelphi)
• Aesopisimprisonedandcondemnedtodeath.
• Aesop’svariousattemptstosavehimself(narrationoffables,refugetothe

sanctuaryoftheMuses)
• Aesop’sdeathanddeification.

17 Holzberg,“StrukturanalytischeInterpretation”,p.41.Themodelofthefive-sectiondivi-
sionoftheLifehasbeenacceptedbyseveralcriticswhoproposedinturnanumberof
minorchanges;cf. forinstanceMerkle,“Fable”,pp.212–13,217–19;Jouanno,Vie d’Ésope,
p.28;Ηägg,The Art of Biography,p.112;Ruiz-Montero,“TheLifeofAesop”,p.259.

18 Propp,Morphology of the Folktale.
19 Ruiz-Montero,“TheLifeofAesop”.
20 This tripartite structure of the Life is also proposed in Papadementriou, Αἰσώπεια καὶ 

Αἰσωπικά,pp.21–22.
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Asregardsthefirstpartinparticular(chapters1–100),itisprobablethatitmay
haveoriginallybeenanindependentnarrative,andthattheauthoroftheLife
incorporateditintohisownstory,havingmadethenecessarychanges.Sucha
thesisrestsonexternal(title,closure)andinternalelements(transformation
ofthefigureoftheprotagonist,setting,fables,registeroflanguage/style).21In
particular:

• Thetitleoftheoldestmanuscript(G),whichmaypreservetheversionclos-
esttothearchetype(G,Perriana),is“TheBookofXanthosthePhilosopher
andAesophisSlave.OnAesop’sWay/ReversalofLife”.22Thistitlecaptures
perfectlythecontentofpartone.

• Chapter100recordsthesurrenderingoftheAesopeanfablestothelibraryof
KingCroesusandthe foundationof theAesopeion inSamos, thedeifica-
tion,thatis,ofthehero.Thededicationofabook(usuallyofthetaleitself)
inatempleisamethodofclosureemployedintwoancientnovels(Ephesi-
aca,Apollonii Historia)andinaretalogies.23

• Thefollowingchapters101–23(whichbuildthesocalledBabyloniansection
oftheLife)arethemselvessimplyarewritingoftheveryoldStory of Ahiqar,
a folktale of oriental (may-be Babylonian or Persian) origin, which circu-
latedinAramaicasearlieras500BC(asapapyrusfragmentfromElephan-
tine witnesses), and was probably available in Greek since the early
Hellenisticperiod.ThefactthatthispartoftheLifeorganicallyincorporates
an independent text strengthens the hypothesis that the Samos-section

21 Onthistopic,seeHolzberg,“StrukturanalytischeInterpretation”,pp.64–65withparticu-
laremphasistothechapters92–100;Kurke,Aesopic Conversations,pp.12–14.Accordingto
Hägg,“AProfessorandhisSlave”,p.183,“theintroductorypartisamixtureofold(phar-
makos rite)andnew(Isis); theXanthospart,which takesuphalf the text, isprobably
Hellenisticinsubstance;theSamos-Lydiapartmaybemostlyanewinvention;theBaby-
lon-Memphisparthasanoldorientalmodel;theDelphipartisagainamixtureofoldand
new”.

22 ΒίβλοςΞάνθουτοῦφιλοσόφουκαὶΑἰσώπουδούλουαὐτοῦ.ΠερὶτῆςἀναστροφῆςΑἰσώπου.See
thecommentonthetitleinHägg“AProfessorandhisSlave”,pp.183–84;Ludwig,Sonder-
formen,p.17.

23 Aretalogyisastatementaboutthemiraculousact(oftenhealing)ofagod.Onaretalogy
seeespeciallyReitzenstein,Wundererzählungen,pp.8–12;M.Haase,“Aretalogien”,aswell
asJördens,“Aretalogies”.–Suchreportsareveryoftendepositedinthelibrariesoftem-
ples: for example, the aretalogy Διὸς Ἡλίου μεγάλου Σαράπιδος ἀρετὴ ἡ περὶ Συρίωνα τὸν 
κυβερνήτην (“TheGreatDeedofZeus-Helios-SarapisConcerningtheHelmsmanSyrion”,
POxy.11,no1382)isregisteredinthelibrariesofMercurius.Furtherexamplesaretobe
foundinMerkelbach“NovelandAretalogy”,pp.283–85.SeealsoMerkelbach,Isis-regina,
p.220.
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mayalsohaveoriginallybeenanindependentnarrative.Theadaptationof
the Story of Ahiqar showsthemindoftheauthorofthe Life atworkinhow
heemployshiscompositionaltechnique.24Withsimilarease,hecouldhave
incorporatedanotherpart(theSamos-narrative)intohisworkaswell.This
secondpart,too,closeswiththedeificationoftheanti-heroAesop.

• Inthefirstpart,particularemphasisisplacedonthemotifofAesop’sugli-
ness, which becomes a literary tool.This is later used in a series of anti-
thetical pairings, notably ʻexternal appearance/internal meritʼ, ʻugliness/
clevernessʼ, ʻservant/masterʼ, ʻslave/freeʼ, or as a cause for laughter, or in
ordertobringaboutsuspenseandsurprisealikeinboththeinternal(intra-
diegetic)audienceandtheexternalreceptorsofthework(listeningorread-
ing audiences). The ugliness motif appears just once in the second part
(ch.121σαπρόμορφονκαὶκατάρατον“unsightlyandaccursedfellow”),25and
nowhere,notevenimplicitly,inthethirdpart.

• TherearenotabledifferencesintherepresentationofAesopbetweenthe
firstandtheothertwopartsoftheLife.Whileinthesecondpartheembod-
iesthewisecounsellorandinthethirdheresemblesasophist,who“trav-
eledbywayofmanyothercities,demonstratinghiswisdomandlearning”
(ch.124),inthefirstpart,Aesopispresentedasatrickster,a“picaro”.

• Thesettingchangesconstantly(themarket,thehouseofXanthos,atasym-
posium,thepublicbaths,thegardens,andthecemetery)inthefirstpart.By
contrast,intheothertwoparts,thesettingchangeslessfrequently.

• The use of fables, which is notably more frequent in the third section, is
limitedinthefirstpart.Onlythreefablesareincluded,allneartheendof
thesection,whenAesopaddressestheSamiandemosandCroesus.

• Inthefirstparttherearemanycomic,evensatiricelements,andthevarious
exchangesbetweenAesopandXanthosgeneratehumoreasilyandpromptly.
Likewise,thescatologicalandsexualvocabularyandingeneralthelanguage
ofobscenity(seechs.75–76),areconfinedtothefirstpart.Thereisalsothe
occasionalcombinationofproseandversetext,26andtheuseoflinesfrom
Euripides“tomakeasententiouspoint”.27

24 Konstantakos,ΑκίχαροςIII,investigatestheincorporationoftheAramaicStoryofAhiqar
intotheLifeandillustratesthecompositionaltechniqueoftheanonymousauthor.

25 ThemotifofAesop’suglinessappearsonceagaininch.112onlyinWestermanniana.More
onthemotifofuglinessinthesecondpartisinKonstantakos,ΑκίχαροςΙΙΙ,pp.377–84.

26 Papathomopoulos,Aesopus revisitatus,pp.19–20,suggeststhattheconclusionofchapter
3consistsoftwoiambictrimetersinGandinWestermanniana.SeealsoHunter,“Rhytmi-
calLanguage”,pp.240–43.

27 Henderson,“TheSatyricaandtheGreekNovel”,p.489,usesthisphrasetorefertothefrag-
mentsoftheIolaus-novel(onwhichseethechapterbyM.Fusillointhisvolume,p.33)
andthushighlightsitscloseparallelswiththeSatyrica.
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• Moregenerally,intermsofstyle,thedifferencebetweenthefirstpartand
theothertwoisclear.Inthefirstpart,thenarrativeisstructuredprincipally
intheformofinternalmonologuesanddialogues,andasaresultthenarra-
tivehassuspenseandspeed.Inthefirstpart,thelanguageisplaineveryday
speech,thesentencesshortandthedialoguevivid.Onemayalsoobserve
theswitchingbetweenhighandlowlanguageregister,agoodexampleof
thischangeinstylebeingthepassagesinwhichXanthosaddresseshisstu-
dents(seeforexamplech.23).Herethevocabularychangesandthesen-
tencesbecomemorecomplex.Intheothertwoparts,thestyleisconsistent.
Itremainsplain,butthesentencestructurebecomesmorecomplex.

 Genre

TheLifebelongstotheliterarygenreofbiography,becauseitrecordsthelife
story of a character, of the protagonist (an anti-hero in this case) up to his
death.Itisobvious,however,thattheauthorisnotinterestedinrecordingthe
biographyoftherealAesop.Moreprobably,theanonymousauthoroftheLife
is drawing on some narrative about the life of the main hero that contains
somehistoricaltruth,buthedoesnothesitatetoenrichthisnarrativewitha
wide variety of elements. Chapters 101–23 have been inserted into Aesop’s
biography,asalreadyhintedat,fromaversionoftheStory of Ahiqar circulating
inAramaicasearlyasthe5thcenturyBC,indemoticEgyptiansinceatleastthe
Ptolemaicperiod,andinGreekperhapssincethe4thcenturyBC.28Anecdotes
andstoriespertainingtootherfigures,suchasHesiod,theSevenWiseMen,
SocratesandDiogenesofSinope,andoralmaterialarealsousedinorderto
createanappealingpopularwork.

Notably, the medieval manuscripts that transmit the Life, give as a title
eitherΒίος(“Life”)Αἰσώπουτοῦφιλοσόφου(mss.S,A,M),orΔιήγησις(“Narration)”
(τοῦ) Αἰσώπου (mss. B,P). A single manuscript (V) records the title Βίος καὶ
Διήγησιςτοῦβιοφιλοῦς(sic)Αἰσώπου(“LifeandNarrationofAesop,theUseful
for Life”).The oldest manuscript (G), as already pointed out, bears the title
“Βίβλος Ξάνθου Φιλοσόφου καὶ Αἰσώπου δούλου αὐτοῦ. Περὶ τῆς ἀναστροφῆς
Αἰσώπου”.29 Both διήγημα (tale) and βίβλος (book, writing) were used to

28 On this issue see Konstantakos, Ακίχαρος Ι, pp. 23–36, 158–66, ΙΙ pp. 17–81, 225–70; 
also Kussl, “Achikar”; Marinčič, “The Grand Vizier”, and for additional bibliography in
Beschorner/Holzberg,“Bibliography”,pp.177–78.

29 “TheBookofXanthosthePhilosopherandofAesophisSlave.OnAesop’sWay/Reversal
ofLife”.Thistitlehascausedmuchdiscussion.SeeHägg,“AProfessorandhisSlave”,p.178
andnote34.
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describesomeancientGreeknovels30andindeedtheLifeisextremelycloseto
anovelintermsofthesimilarexpectationsthatbothgeneratedfortheirread-
ersinantiquity.Thisnaturally,andperhapsrightly,hascausedsomescholars
to use the term “novelistic biography” or “fictional biography” in order to
describetheliterarygenretowhichtheLifebelongs.31

Isthere,then,anyrelationshipbetweentheLifeandthecomic-picaresque
narrativerepresentedinLatinliteraturebytheSatyriconofPetroniusandthe
Golden AssofApuleius?AccordingtoAdrados“…intheLifeofAesopandin
others…moreorlessparalleltexts,anewgenre,fullofpossibilities,thecomic-
realistic novel, was created”.32 Certain critics see in the Life the ancestor of
“Schelmenroman”,33or theSpanish “picaresquenovel”of theRenaissance,a
genretowhichDon Quixotebelongs.34

My principal objection to this view is that this characterization does not
applytotheLife’snarrativeasawhole.Thefirstpart(chapters1–100),indeed,
containsallthefeaturesonemightexpecttofindinacomic-picaresquenarra-
tive,butthisisnotthecaseforthesecondpart(inwhichtheStory of Ahiqaris
incorporated),norforthethirdpart(theundeserveddeathofAesopatDelphi).
Accordingly,ifwewishtoregardtheLifeofAesopasoneoftheearliestsam-
plesofthecomic-realisticgenre,thenwemustrestrictourstudytothefirst
part.

Thus,ifweacceptthatthefirstpartoftheLife(chs.1–100)wasoriginallya
separatetext,therecanbenodoubtthatthisworkisaveryearlyGreekliterary
exampleofthecomic-picaresquenarrative,ifnottheearliest.Henderson,who
hasrecentlystudiedthistypeofnarrative,which,aswenotedearlier, is the
literary ancestor of Petronius’ Satyricon and Apuleius’ Metamorphoses, has
foundinthepapyrusfragmentsoftheIolausandinthe41fragmentsoftheso-
calledProtagoras severaloftheabovelistedfeaturesthatcharacterizetheLife.
AccordingtoHenderson,anarrativeofthistypeshouldbedistinctly“novelis-
tic, prosimetric and obscene; [one] that featured … picaresque adventures
amongthelowerorders;thatmixedhighandlowregisters;andthatincluded

30 Thecolophontoa2nd-3rd-centuriesADpapyrusfragmentfromBook2givesthetitleτὰ
περὶΚαλλιρόηνδιηγήματα;seedetailsinWhitmarsh,“TitlesandGenre”,p.590.

31 SeeWills,The Quest,p.23;Holzberg,“TheGenre”,pp.22–23.Onthehybridcharacterofthe
LifeasaliterarygenreseealsoRuiz-Montero,“TheLifeofAesop”,pp.257–58.

32 Adrados,“TheLifeofAesop”,p.97.
33 Holzberg,“EinvergessenergriechischerSchelmenroman”.
34 Adrados,“TheLifeofAesop”,p.93.
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parodyofromanticmotifs ifnotofromanticnovelsthemselves”.35All these
characteristicsaretobefoundinthefirstpartofAesop’sLife.

 Interaction with Other Literary Genres – Sources

Furthermore,theauthoroftheLifeextensivelyusedrhetoricalexercisesfrom
schooltexts(progymnasmata),suchaschreia (anecdote),diegema (narrative),
enkomion (praise),psogos(invective),andmythos(fable).36Fablesmakeupa
considerablepartoftheLife.Theirpresenceinthetextisevenmoresignifi-
cant,inthattheprotagonistappearsbothastheinventorandnarratorofthe
stories,whichaim,atthesametime,toinstruct,counsel,protest,orwarn.Still,
additionalliterarytropes,beyondtherhetoricaltechniquesnotedabove,seem
tohave influencedthecompositionof theLife.Acarefulreadercandiscern
several intertextual references: the text displays an intensive dialogue with
otherliterarygenres,notablynovel,comedy,aretalogy,mime,andevenwith
worksofChristianliterature,suchastheGospels,thelivesofsaintsandthe
Apocrypha.

AnumberofliterarymotifsintheLifearealsotobefoundintheHellenistic
eroticnovel.37Sucharethedecisiveroleof:divineintervention,dreamsand
divinations,travel,attemptedbutjustthwartedsuicides,theexchangeoflet-
ters, unruly crowds, the corruption of a servant or a friend (in the Life the
corruption of Aesop’s adopted son), the buying and selling of slaves, and,
finally,Scheintod,ormoreprecisely,theentombmentofpersonsstillalive.The
maindifferencebetweentheLife anderoticnovelsisthefactthatinthelatter
alliscenteredontheeroticelement,whileintheLifethisveryelementisrel-
egated to the margins, only occurring in episodes of secondary importance
(e.g.chapters75–76,103).Moreover,theeroticthemeintheLifeislight-hearted
andcomical,modelledonbriefandwidelycirculatinglovestoriescontaining
vividsexualdescriptions,suchastheMilesiakaofAristides,(2ndcenturyBC) 

35 Henderson,“TheSatyricaandtheGreekNovel”,p.489.Thedateheproposesfortheemer-
genceofthisparticulargenrecategory(“Suchworksbegintoappearinthesecondsophis-
tic era, not long after the appearance of the first romantic novels, with both varieties
reachingtheirhey-dayinthe2ndcenturyAD”),doesnotseemtodiffersubstantiallyfrom
thedateoftheLife,althoughthefirstpart(theXanthossection)maydatebacktothe
Hellenisticera,seeabove,note21.

36 Shiner,“EpisodicNarratives”,pp.159–61;Ruiz-Montero,“TheLifeofAesop”,p.267.
37 IhavediscussedindetailtherelationshipbetweentheLifeandtheeroticnovel,inKarla,

“FictionalBiography”.
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orothertalesofadultery.38Lastly,novelstypicallyhaveahappyend,whereas
theLife endsdramatically,withthehero’sdeath.

Likewise,theinfluenceofOldandNewComedyisevidentintheLife.The
vocabularyandthesatiricallanguageusedtodescribespecifichumancharac-
ters, such as Xanthos, his wife and the maids, are closely related to the
vocabularyandlanguageofAristophaniccomedy.39Criticshavedetectedsev-
eralsimilaritiesbetweentheLife andNewComedyintermsofstructureand
overallpresentationaltechniques,aswellas inthemotifsemployedinboth
genres.40JouannocorrectlycallstheLifea“biographiecomique”,thusempha-
sizingthecommonfeaturesbetweentheLifeandcomedyingeneral:Oldand
New,GreekandRoman.Thesecommonfeaturesincludeanemphasisonthe
uglinessofAesop,frequentlyconveyedthroughsimilesthatlikenhimtosome
animal,aswellasonscatology,eroticismandmisogyny,andlastlythroughthe
description of a world where everything is topsy-turvy and hierarchy and
authorityaresubsequentlymocked.41Ofcourse,criticshavealreadyremarked
on the influence Aesop’s character and fables exercised upon Aristophanes
andindoingsohavedemonstratedatwo-wayinteraction,theinterrelationof
traditionsandgenres,alwaysevidentwhenpopularcharacterslikeAesopare
involved.42

Merkelbach,inturn,discernstracesofanaretalogyofIsisinchapters4–8.43
ThesechaptersrecordthemiracleperformedbyIsis,wherebyAesopacquires
avoiceandspecialoratoricalskills.Indeed,theentirefirstpart(chapters1–100)
contains several elements typical of an aretalogy.The narrative emphasizes
the miracle performed by the goddess, during which Aesop is cured and
acquireswhatshedesiresforhim,thatis,avoiceandexcellentrhetoricalfacul-
ties (φωνὴν καὶ ἄριστον λόγον).The episodes recorded after the miracle, and
especiallythosethatreportedlytakeplaceinSamos,canberegardedasconsti-
tutingthecompletionofthemiraclethathadbeensetinmotionearlier,since
theyfeatureanAesopwhonotonlyhasavoice,whichisthegiftofIsis,butis
alsonownotableforhisλόγωνεὕρεμακαὶμύθωνἙλληνικῶνπλοκὴνκαὶποιήσεις

38 SeeKonstantakos,“AesopAdultererandTrickster”,pp.565–80;Weinreich,Der Trug des 
Nektanebos.KonstantakossuggeststhatthisAesopicstorymayalsoinvolveagrossparody
ofthestockmotifsofidealisticlovefoundinNewComedyortheeroticnovel.

39 Goins,“TheInfluenceofOldComedy”.
40 Holzberg,“StrukturanalytischeInterpretation”,pp.43,45–50,71–74.
41 Jouanno,“Unebiographiecomique”.
42 The motifs Aristophanic comedy shares with the Life have been identified and inter-

pretatedvariously; seeCataudella, “Aristofane”;Luzzatto, “Esopo”;Schirru, La Favola in 
Aristofane,pp.39–55.

43 Merkelbach, Isis-regina,pp.222–23.
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(thegiftsoftheMuses,“whobestoweduponhimthepowertocomposeand
elaborateGreektales”ch.7).Attheend,inplaceofanepilogue,twosignificant
actstakeplace:“He(Aesop)thenwrotedownforthekingallthesayingsand
fablesthatareevennowstillrecounted,anddepositedtheminthelibrary”;44
hisdeificationcomesimmediatelyafterwards,fortheSamiansofferhimspe-
cialhonoursandnamethespot“ThePlaceofAesop”(Αἰσώπειον).45

The genre of the mime, too, must have influenced the Life. Ludwig and
Andreassi studied therelationshipbetweentheLifeandmime,and identify
commonstylisticelementsandmotifs.46Theepisodewiththefigs(chs2–3),47
themiracleofIsis(ch.8),thescenesfromthesaleofAesop(ch.24),andthe
episode concerning themissingpig’s leg (ch.42)all share stylisticelements
withmime.48AcomparisonbetweentheLifeandthemimehandeddownin
POxy.413,knownasΜοιχεύτρια(Adulteress),yieldsnotableverbalsimilarities
betweenthetwotexts,evident,forexample,intheuseofthesomeparticular
words likeσκάπτειν (“dig”),βινητιᾶν (“inire,coïrecupio”),andκέρκος (“tail”).
Various common motifs, such as Aesop the slave, the mute Aesop, the ugly
Aesop,theillicitaffairwiththewifeofhismaster,thesexualadventuresofthe
two lovers, the Apollonian element and death are also to be found.49
Admittedly,wecannotexcludethepossibilityoftheexistenceofacommon
source and of a tradition centered around the legendary Aesop, literary or
otherwise, or in the form of oral and written legends and tales, on which
bothanonymousauthorsmayhaveindependentlydrawn.50Bethatasitmay,

44 Αἴσωποςοὖναὐτῷσυγγραψάμενοςτοὺςἰδίουςλόγουςκαὶμύθους,τοὺςἄχρικαὶνῦνὀνομαζομένους,
κατέλιπενεἰςτὴνβιβλιοθήκην(ch.100).

45 Theroleofthecrowdinanaretalogyisveryimportant;seeMerkelbach“NovelandAretal-
ogy”,pp.284–86.ThereferencetotheconstructionofatemplefortheMuses,wherenone-
thelessnoplaceisreservedforApollo,whichoffendsthegod,whilepresagingtheendof
Aesop,maypossiblybetheauthor’sownaddition,intendedtojointhefirst(chs1–100)
andthelast(chs124–142)part.

46 Ludwig,Sonderformen,pp.351–62;Andreassi,“Esoposullascena”.Yet,sincetheboundar-
iesseparatingcomedyfromthemimearenotalwaysclear,themanysimilarstylisticfea-
tures and motifs make one sceptical regarding the accuracy of Ludwig’s conclusions,
especiallythoseconcerningthemotifs.

47 TwoofAesop’sfellowslavesatethefigsthathadbeenpreservedfortheirmaster,andthen
accusedAesopofthedeed.Theyexpectedhimtobeunabletodefendhimselfbecauseof
hisdumbness.Aesop,however,bydrinkingwarmwaterandvomiting,provedhisinno-
cenceincontrasttohisaccusers,whoindoingthesamereveledthemselvesasthereal
thieves.

48 Ludwig,Sonderformen,pp.352–56.
49 Andreassi,“Esoposullascena”,pp.207–22.
50 Andreassi,“Esoposullascena”,pp.224–25.
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perhapswehavetheremarkablecaseofapopularfigureinspiringtheproduc-
tionofliteratureinwhichhealsoplaysaleadingrole.Thus, it ispossibleto
claimthatingeneralmimeasagenreinfluencedthe Life,andtheLifeinturn
influencedthecompositionofaspecificmimewithAesopintheleadingrole
(theΜοιχεύτρια).

ScholarshavenoticedstrikingsimilaritiesbetweentheLifeandtheGospels,
especiallytheGospelsofMarkandJohn,mostlyinrelationtostructureand
narrative technique (episodic narratives),51 but also individual motifs (for
instancethefearlessspeechoftheprotagonist,hisrebellionagainsthissocial
andreligioussuperiors,thetypicalcharacterofthepoisoner).52Itisremark-
ablethatboththeLifeandthetwoGospelsbeginwithsomeeventofdecisive
importanceforthecourseofthehero’slife,andconcludewithhisunjustdeath,
which later becomes the cause for the foundation of a cult (the “hero-cult
pattern”).53Inanycase,thelanguageandstyleexhibitsimilarities,forinboth
aconsiderablepartofthestoryconsistsofdialogueandinteriormonologue.
Afurthercommondenominatorliesinthefactthatbothtextsareproductsof
literature written to entertain and instruct, a goal accomplished by, among
othermeans,theuseofparablesandfables.54Finally,similaritiesofstyle,nar-
rativetechniqueand,toalesserextent,motifs,doexistbetweentheLifeand
theLivesofSaints,theActs of the ApostlesandtheApocrypha.55

Crossinggenres,allusionandtransgressionofregisterdeliberatelytriggered
bytheuseoflow-registerlanguageareinharmonywithanotherfeatureofthe
Life:“incorporatingelementsofearliertraditionsaboutAesopaswellasadapt-
ing anecdotal material about similar figures”.56 The sources for it must
thereforehavebeenbothwrittenandoral.57Verybrieflyput,theLife of Aesop
ismadeupof:58(a)legendsaboutAesop’slifeasaslave,severalofwhichmust
havebeenincirculationatleastsincethe5thor4thcenturyBC;(b)countless
talesandanecdotesregardingotherindividuals,whichcirculatedorallyorin
writtenform,inhistoricalworks,biographies,treatises,anthologies,etc.;many

51 Shiner,“EpisodicNarratives”.
52 Wills,The Quest,pp.29–31.
53 Wills,The Quest,p.49.
54 OnreadingtheLife asifitwerea‘gospel’,seePervo,“ANihilistFabula”,pp.97–120.
55 Moreresearch isneeded in thisarea.Ludwig,Sonderformen,p.387,comparedtheLife

withtheLivesoftheSaints(includingtheLivesofPhilaretos,SymeontheHolyFooland
AndrewtheHolyFool),toreachtheconclusionthatthereisnodirectassociationbetween
ByzantinebiographiesandtheLife,norisitpossibletoshowsuchalink.

56 Ηägg,The Art of Biography,p.113.
57 SeeKurke,Aesopic Conversations,pp.6–7.
58 Karla,“FictionalBiography”,pp.24–25.
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anecdotesaboutHesiod,Diogenes,Socrates, theSevenSagesandotherphi-
losophers,forinstance,wereattributedtoAesopbytheauthoroftheLife;59(c)
aversionofthewidely-knownEasternStory of Ahiqar;(d)thelegendofthe
deathofAesopatDelphi,whichwasalreadycirculatingwidelyinthe5thcen-
turyBC;60(e)popularoral tales, suchas thestoryof thewidowofEphesus.
Variationsofthisnovella61havealsobeenfoundinthefabulistPhaedrusand
Petronius,bothofwhichderivefromtheMilesiakaofAristides.62Someofthe
legends about Aesop, such as those concerning his life on Samos, or those
abouthisdeathatDelphi,mightalsohavebeenincludedinthebiographyof
AesopthatprefacedthecollectionoffablesbyDemetriosofPhalerum.63

ThequestionofthesourcesleadsustotheissueofwhethertheLifemaybe
seenasanʻopenbiographyʼ.64Indeeditdisplaysmanyofthebasicfeaturesof
“opentexts”,suchasanonymity,stratificationofvarioussources,episodicchar-
acterandoverallfluidityofthenarrativestructureaswellasthewidespread
geographicdistribution,theabundanceoftranslationsandversions,andthe
chameleonic way in which they were transmitted and have come down to
us.65Inthis,theLifeexhibitsallthecharacteristicsofanʻopenbiographyʼ,for
itstextwasconstructedbytheweldingorinterweavingofolder,independent
materialswhichreceivedfurtherembellishmentsbysubsequentadaptersdur-
ingthecourseof its later transmission.Hencetheversionsof theLifediffer

59 Holzberg,“ALesserKnown‘Picaresque’Novel”,p.7;Jouanno,“Unebiographiecomique”,
pp.419–423;Hägg,The Art of Biography,pp.112–13.Inparticularontheinfluenceofthe
traditionsregardingtheSevenSagesontheAesop Life,seeKonstantakos,“TrialbyRiddle”
withfullbibliographyatpp.102–03.

60 GenerallyonthesourcesoftheLife,seeHolzberg,“ALesserKnown‘Picaresque’Novel”,
p. 7; West “The Ascription of Fables”; Perry, “Demetrius of Phalerum” esp. pp. 332–34;
Zeitz,“DerAesopromanundseineGeschichte”;LaPenna,“IlromanzodiEsopo”;Adrados,
History,pp.659–73.

61 Itischaracterizedasanovellaoranecdote.SeeLaPenna,“IlromanzodiEsopo”,p.310;
Adrados “The Life of Aesop”, p. 108; van Dijk, “The Fables”, pp. 141–42; Merkle, “Fable”,
pp.226–27.

62 SeePapademetriou,“RomancewithoutEros”,andAdrados,History,p.658.Foranexten-
sivebibliographyontheMilesian Tales, seee.g.Harrison, “TheMilesianTales”;Ferrari/
Zanetto,Le storie di Mileto.

63 Demetrios of Phalerum (c. 350–280 BC) was an Athenian Peripatetic philosopher and
statesman(A.B.Bosworth, s.v.Demetrius(3),OCD 19963,p.448).Hecompiledthe first
EuropeancollectionofAesopicfables,whichhasnotcomedowntous.Perry,“Demetrius
ofPhalerum”,pp.332–34.Foradifferentopinion,seeAdrados,History,pp.649–54.

64 Konstan,“TheCunningoftheOpenText”;Thomas,“StorieswithoutTexts”p.289;Hägg,
The Art of Biography,pp.99–101.

65 SeealsoFusillo,“Letteraturadiconsumo”,p.239;Karla,“FictionalBiography”,p.27.
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greatlyfromeachother,bothinnumberandsequenceoftheepisodesandin
their languageandnarrativestyle(detailedorcondensed) tosuchadegree,
thatthereconstructionofanarchetypeseemsimpossible.

 Narrative Technique 

TheLifefollowsapredictable,straightforwardandlinearnarrativeofferedby
an omniscient narrator. Admittedly, the narration begins with the physical
description of Aesop, and also reports events from some period during his
earlylife(tothisperiodpossiblybelongstheepisodewiththefigs,chs.2–3).
ButtheactualstartingpointisthemiracleofIsis,bywhichAesopacquiresthe
abilitytospeakandreceivesdivinegiftsfromthegoddessandtheMuses.From
thispointonwardthelifestorydevelopsinastrictchronologicalsequenceup
tohisdeath;theepisodesaredescribedinorder,oneaftertheother,likepearls
onathread.66Occasionallyataleisembeddedwithinthenarrationofanother,
forexamplechs.44–50:Aesop’s revengeonhismistress isembedded in the
episodeofthedinnerbyoneofXanthos’students.

ThebasicnarrativetoolsusedbytheauthoroftheLifeare:amodelbasedon
atripartitedivision,aclimacticplotandasetofcontrasting/antitheticaloppo-
sites.67Thethreefoldrepetitionfunctionsasaleitmotiftobefollowedthrough
thewholenarration.Thus,inadditiontotheoveralltripartitestructureofthe
work(seeabove),itistobenotedthatAesopissoldasaslavethreetimes,he
tries three times to find a human being who is ἀπερίεργον, incurious (chs.
56–64),and,finally,heisthricedeified(seetheconclusionsofthethreesepa-
rate units). Climactic moments can be observed in several episodes in the
courseofthenarrative.Inchapter42,XanthosasksforapretexttowhipAesop;
chapter77,Aesopisactually“beatendiligently”(ἐδάρηἐπιμελῶς);andchapter
80, Aesop is even imprisoned. The affair between Aesop and the wife of
Xanthos is both tripartite and climactic: the first encounter occurrs in chs.
29–33,thesecondinchs.44–50–whereitismadeclearthatπρὸςἔννουνοἰκέτην
οὐδὲν ἰσχύειγυνή (“awomancannotcompetewithahouseholdslave for the
affectionsofhismaster”:ch.44)–,andlastly,inchs.75–76,thefinalencounter
takesplace,inwhichthefaithlessandsexuallyinsatiablewifecommitsadul-
terywithAesop.

66 OnepisodiccompositionintheLife,seeShiner,“EpisodicNarratives”.
67 SeeHolzberg,“StrukturanalytischeInterpretation”,pp.41,47,51;Ruiz-Montero,“TheLife

ofAesop”,p.262.
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Themotifofantithesis(opposition)dominatesthework.Inthefirstpart,in
particular, the narrative emphasizes the contrast between Aesop’s physical
appearanceandhisgreatintelligence.68Aesopmakeshisfirstappearanceasa
member of the group of slaves belonging to Ophelion and who are on sale.
Someamongthemaredistinguishedbytheirbeauty:“veryhandsomeyoung
men, exceedingly radiant as Dionysos or Apollo” (παῖδας καλλίστους, πάντας
καθαρωτάτουςὡςΔιονύσουςκαὶἈπόλλωναςch.16)whileAesophimselfisugly
(σαπρός/σαπρόμορφος).69WhenAesopnextjoinsXanthos’household,multi-
plecontrastsemerge,Aesopbeinganuglyanduneducatedslave,whileXanthos
andhisstudentsarefreecitizens,richandeducated.Induecoursethelatter
willbeshowntobefoolsinthefaceofthePhrygianslave’sintelligenceandhis
readiness of speech (see also the antithesis in the meaning of their names,
Xanthos=blond/Aesop=Aithiop=black).

InthechronotopicstructureoftheLifespacetakesprecedenceovertime.70
In fact, there is no precise chronological framework underlying the Life.
Instead,wehaveonlygeneralexpressionssignalingthepassageoftime(e.g.
“nextday”,“onthatparticularday”etc.).Thereaderhastheimpressionthatthe
narrativeactionissituatedwithinana-temporalframeandnoeffortismade
tolocateit intherealarchaicperiod,inwhichthehistoricalherolived.The
author even introduces conspicuous anachronisms, for example, by dating
AesoptothetimeofNectanebo,thelastnativePharaohofEgypt,whobecame
amythical figure intheRomanera,71ormakingreferencestoEuripidesand
Demosthenes.

Onthecontrary,narrativespaceisgivenacentralpositionintheLife,whose
spatial coordinates are always concrete. Aesop is first transported from an
unnamedplacetobesoldasaslaveinEphesus.HeisthenbroughttoSamos,
tobetakenintotheserviceofthephilosopherXanthosforacertainperiodof
time.WelaterseehimatthecourtofCroesus,andagainbackonSamoswhere

68 Other dichotomies to be observed include those of justice / injustice, piety / impiety,
usefulnessfortheother/uselessnessforone’sownself.

69 ΤheuglinessofAesopandhisstatusasaslavearerepeatedlyhighlighted.Thismaybea
deliberateefforttoparodythedepictionoftheheroesoftheeroticnovel,whoaretypi-
callyhandsomeandofnobledescent.ForthecontrastbetweenAesop’sappearanceand
thedazzlingbeautyoftheheroesoftheeroticnovels,seePapademetriou,Aesop as an 
Archetypal Hero,pp.17–18.OnthelinkbetweentheuglinessoftheslaveAesopandGreek
andRomanComedy,seeJouanno,“Unebiographiecomique”,pp.398–400.

70 Theterm“chronotope”wascoinedbytheRussiancriticMichailBakhtin,toindicatethe
spatial-temporalframeofanarrative:Bachtin,Dialogic imagination,pp.84–258.Particu-
larlyonthechronotopeoftheLife seeAvlamis,“Isis”,pp.88–97.

71 OnthisissueseeKonstantakos,“Nektanebo”,inparticularp.116.
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he expresses the desire “to travel around the world” (ch. 101); in Babylon he
servesatthecourtofLycoros.AsanenvoyofLycoroshetravelstoEgyptand
meetsKingNectaneboandfinally,after“travellingaroundtherestofthecit-
ies”,hereacheshisfinaldestination,Delphi,wherehemeetshisend.

Ugliness,cunningandwit,eloquenceandwisdomarethemainthemesin
Aesop’sLife.Thustheprotagonistbecomesthearchetypeoftheanti-hero,the
monstrouslyugly,yetexceptionallygifted individual, thecunningslavewho
gainsrecognitionandadmiration,thetrickster.Rightfromtheverybeginning,
Aesopiscalledβιωφελέστατος(agreatbenefactor)72andhisLifeisanamusing,
entertainingand,atthesametime,veryedifyingliterarywork.

 The Reception of the Life in Late Byzantine Times 

The prolific scholar, teacher and monk of the Palaiologan era, Maximos
Planoudes(1255–1305),rewrotetheLifeandfablesinatticizingprose73proba-
blyfordidacticpurposes.

ThePlanoudeanversionrevealsalotregardingthetransmissionoftheLife
inByzantium.Tobeginwith,Planoudes’workshowshowthelinguisticregister
ofapopulartextwritteninthevernacular,thelanguageofeverydayspeech,is
transformed into the archaizing language of learned Greek, and in general,
whatlinguisticandstructuralchangesanearlierpopulartextrequiresinorder
tomeettheexpectationsofByzantinelearnedreaders.Thebrief,entirelyfunc-
tionalprologuetotheLifeisreplacedwithamorestudiedproem,writtenby
thereviserhimself.74Moreparticularly,Planoudes’prologueisanethicaland
philosophical text that repeatedly uses the antithetical pairs ʻrational /
irrationalʼ, ʻdeed / wordʼ, ʻnature / lawʼ, ʻfree / slaveʼ, ʻsoul / bodyʼ (λογικός –
ἄλογος, ἔργον – λόγος, φύσις – νόμος, ἐλεύθερος – δοῦλος, ψυχή – σῶμα), and
featuresthroughoutreferencestoclassicalauthorsasHomer(Aesopiscom-
pared to the Homeric Thersites) and Plato (Gorgias). Furthermore, the
dialoguesandthemonologuesoftheoriginalhavebecomethird-personnarra-
tives,andtheoriginaltexthasbeensummarizedandcondensedthroughout.

72 Hägg,The Art of Biography,p.104,translatestheexpressionπάνταβιωφελέστατοςas“the
mostuseful inallvicissitudesof life”andpointsout itsmeta-textualdimensionwhich
allowsinterpretingbiosbothas‘life’andasLife.

73 OnargumentsfortheidentificationofthetranslatoroftheLife(thisByzantineversion
has been named Accursiana or Planoudea) with Planoudes, see Karla, “Die Redactio
Accursiana”.

74 On Planoudes’ habit of writing a prologue for all the works he comments on or para-
phrases,seeKarla,“DieRedactioAccursiana”,p.666.
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Finally, according to Planoudes’ customary style, passages with explicit or
implicit sexualcontentand those involvingobscenityare removed fromhis
text.75Planoudes’workingmethodintheLifeisnotablyverysimilartotheway
heworkedwheneditinglearnedliterarytexts.InthecaseoftheLife,heused
an ancestor of manuscript B (Londinensis Add. gr. 17015) as the basis of his
translation,butheobviouslyalsousedoneormoremanuscripts fromother
recensions.76

WhenlookingatthereceptionofPlanoudes’version,thelargenumberof
manuscripts (the oldest of them dating back to the late 14th century) that
transmititisstriking.Thefirsteditor,Eberhardt,madeuseof13manuscriptsas
he was preparing his critical edition of 1872. Marc adds another 13,77 and
Ihavelittledoubtthatameticuloussearchoftheupdatedmanuscriptcata-
logues in libraries worldwide would considerably increase this number.
Moreover, three of the five modern Greek versions of the Life are based on
Planoudes’versionofthetext,andanotheroneatleastuseditasasecondary
source.78

IshouldalsoremarkthatPlanoudes’versionoftheLifeisalsotransmitted
among various manuscripts of other, mainly rhetorical works of his.79 One
such manuscript is codex Marcianus 11, 2 of the 15th century, which is the
“Leithandschrift”oftheEberhardedition.ItbeginswiththeLifeandthefables,
andcontinueswiththecorpus planudeumonrhetoric,thatis,Planoudes’com-
mentary on Aphthonius and Hermogenes, thus giving a strong hint to the
didacticfunctionofthetext.80

Ataboutthesametime,thescholarAndrewLivadenos(1314–61?)produced
a manuscript, held today in the State Library of Bavaria in Munich (Codex
Monacensis gr. 525), that contains different texts of considerable thematic
varietyfrommanydifferenteras.Thecompositionofthisparticularselection
isofgreatinterestforthestudyofByzantineliterature.81Thecodexstartswith
theLife of Aesop(underthetitleofLife of Aesop, the Philosopher/Βίος Αἰσώπου 
τοῦ φιλοσόφου),andcontinueswiththeFables.TherethenfollowsAesop’spro-
verbiorum sylloge,thefablesofSyntipas,aletterbythephilosopherDioclesto
theking[ofPersia]Antigonos,thestoryofStephanites and Ichnelates,afrag-

75 SeeKarla“MaximosPlanoudes”,inparticularonLife,pp.221–23.
76 Karla,Vita Aesopi,pp.58–65.
77 Marc,“Überlieferung”,pp.389–99.
78 Karla,“DieRedactioAccursiana”,p.669,note65.
79 Karla,“DieRedactioAccursiana”,p.664.
80 Karla,“DieRedactioAccursiana”,p.664,wheremoreexamplesarelisted.
81 ThisisstudiedindetailinHinterberger,“ΟΑνδρέαςΛιβαδηνός”.
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mentoftheBook of SyntipasandthethirdpoemofPtochoprodromos.82The
manuscriptcontinueswithothertexts,butIrestrictmyselftothefirstgroupof
textsincludedinthiscollection,theothersbeingfarremovedfromthefocusof
thepresentstudy.83

Thisfirstcategoryoftexts(towhomtheLifebelongs)involvessimilarsub-
jects.Allareusefulandeducationaltexts,intendedtoofferinstructionand,at
thesametime,entertainment.84Collectionsofpopulartexts,suchasthisone,
in which edification and entertainment are essential goals, also appear in
othermanuscriptscontainingtheLife.85Commonfeaturesofthesetextsare
theadvisorycharacteranda simplenarrativestyle, involvingshortepisodic
narratives,aswellasalowlinguisticregister.Asalreadynoted,thecorpusof
textsofMonacensisgr.525isprobablyarepresentativeselectionofthesortof
Byzantine texts a scholar such as Andrew Livadenos would have read and
used.Varioustestimoniesmakeitclearthattextsofthiskind,amongwhich
the Life of Aesop held a leading position, literally and metaphorically, were
extremely popular at the imperial and other courts during the Palaiologan
period.86

Thecodex397ofPierpontMorganLibraryisanotherinterestingcase-study.
It contains some popular instructional texts, like a fragment of Kalila and 
Dimna(=Stephanites and Ichnelates),afragmentofPhysiologus,theLifeand
theFables ofAesop,theFablesofBabriusandsevenanecdotesofthePhilogelos.

IncodexBaroccianus194,ofthe15thcentury,theLifeonceagainisthefirst
inacorpusofinstructionaltexts,alongsideotherssuchasCato’sGnomaiand
collectionsofmythologicalexamples.HeretheFablesdonotfollowtheinitial
group,andthisstrengthenstheviewthatthereceptionoftheLifeshouldnot
necessarilybeassociatedwiththatoftheFables.TheLifedoesnotfunctionas
a prologue, as a frame for the fables themselves.87 It is instead an indepen-
dent,stand-alonetext,andassuchwastransmittedthroughtimeinisolation,
tobeeventuallyreceivedinByzantium.

82 Hinterberger,“ΟΑνδρέαςΛιβαδηνός”,p.27.OnbothSyntipasandStephanites seethechap-
tersbyB.KrönungandI.Tothinthisvolume.

83 AccordingtoHinterberger,thetextstransmittedinMonacensisgr.525belongtofourdif-
ferentcategories,whileBühler,Zenobii Athoi proverbia,pp.170–79,distinguishesfivedif-
ferentgroups.

84 Hinterberger,“ΟΑνδρέαςΛιβαδηνός”,pp.40–41.
85 OnesuchmanuscriptisCodexMosquensisgr.436.Foradetaileddescriptionofthecodex

seeKarla, Vita Aesopi,pp.26–29.SeeanadditionalexampleinHinterberger,“ΟΑνδρέας
Λιβαδηνός”,p.40.

86 Hinterberger,“ΟΑνδρέαςΛιβαδηνός”,pp.39–42.
87 TheindependenceoftheLifefromtheFablesisdiscussedinHolzberg,Fabel,pp.80–84.
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One further case worth mentioning is the codex Atheniensis, Benaki
Museum54fromthe13th/14thcentury,whichpreservestheAesopiccorpusof
Fables,ProverbsandLife,amongtheologicaltextsgivingpracticaladvice,writ-
teninahigherlinguisticregister.88FortheByzantines,distinctionsmadeon
thebasisoflanguage(learnedorvernacular)andcontent(Christianorpagan)
werenotasstrictastheyareformodernscholarship.Onthecontrary,theLife,
thankstoitssimpleformanditsinstructionalandentertainingcontent,was
promptlycategorizedinByzantiumasaninstructionaltext.Itthereafterfol-
lowed its own course until the modern era, to become part of the Modern
Greekliterarytradition.

HavingthuslookedattheevidenceandtheworkofByzantinescholars,and
thetransmissionofthetextoftheLife itself,wecanperhapsnowsumupour
survey.Thepapyrusfragmentsdatetothe3rd-6th/7thcenturies,whiletheear-
liestcodicesdatetotheendofthe10thorthebeginningofthe11thcenturies
(ms. G, codex 397 Pierpont Morgan Library in NewYork and ms.Th, codex
Thessalonicensis,BibliothecaeUniversitatis8689).Wehaveno testimonyon
the text from the 12th century, whereas from the 13th century onwards the
numberofmanuscriptsrises.

ThecharacterofAesop,asportrayedintheLife,hastravelledsuccessfully
throughtheagesasitcaneasilyadaptstomanydifferentculturalcontexts,yet
withouttheherohimselfundergoinganytransformationofidentity,atleastin
theGreekspeakingworld.90Whatchangesistheformofthetextandthelan-
guage.Themessage,orrather,themultiplemessagesitcommunicates,arestill
relevant,andarealwaysinstructiveandbeneficial.Inthemiddleofthework,
inchapter88,theauthoroftheLifeinsertedaveryinstructivemessage:“you
shouldconsidermyintelligencenotmyappearance…manypeoplewiththe
worstappearanceareintelligent”.91Wemightaskourselveswhetherthemes-
sageoftheLifeisinfactameta-literarycomment,and,inaway,aparodyof
learnedliterature,92ofgrandiloquentspeechanditsexcessiveness.Formisnot
whatmattersthemost;ratheritisthecontent,theinteriorthatcounts.93

88 AdetaileddescriptionofthiscodexisinKarla,Vita Aesopi,pp.20–24.
89 ThisisaparchmentfoliokepttodayinthemainlibraryoftheAristotleUniversityofThes-

saloniki.AdescriptionisinKarla,Vita Aesopi,p.29.
90 IthasalreadybeenobservedthatthefigureofAesopdoesnotconverttoChristianityin

thevariousredactions,incontrasttoAlexandertheGreatintheAlexander Romance; on
thistopicseethechapterbyU.Moenniginthisvolume,pp.159–89.

91 Life of Aesop,ed.Ferrari,p.198:οὐχὶτὴνὄψινδεῖθεωρεῖν,ἀλλὰτὴνφρόνησινσκοπεῖν…πολλοὶ
γὰρμορφὴνκακίστηνἔχοντεςνοῦνἔχουσισώφρονα.

92 Kurke,Aesopic Conversations,pp.214–15.
93 Iammostgratefultotheeditorsofthisvolume,especiallytoC.Cupaneforperceptive

commentsand tomycolleaguesS.Papaioannou, IoManolessouand A.Farrington for
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Chapter13

Secundus the Silent Philosopher in the Ancient and 
Eastern Tradition

Oliver Overwien

ThereexistsanumberofworksofpopularphilosophyfromtheGreco-Roman
periodwhichenjoyedanotableafterlifefarbeyondAntiquity.Theircontents
possessedacross-culturalresonance,whichcouldbeunderstoodandaccepted
asmuchbyaGreekphilosopherorRomansenatorasbyaSyrianmonk,an
ArabcourtofficialoramedievalbailiffwhohadagoodcommandoftheLatin
language.AmongtheseworksistheVitaoftheSilentPhilosopherSecundus
(thereafterVS),whichwassupposedlycomposedinGreekaroundtheendof
the2ndcenturyAD.Itscontentcanbesummarizedasfollows:

Secundusissentbyhisparentstoanothercityinordertoreceiveaneduca-
tion. There he becomes acquainted with the maxim that every woman is a
whoreandonlythosewholiveinsecretaretrulychaste.Hethusstartstoinves-
tigatetowhatdegreethissayingistrue.Forthispurpose,indisguise,heseeks
outhisnowwidowedmother,andasksherwhethershewouldspendthenight
withhimformoney.Muchtohisdistresssheagrees,andthereforehehasto
revealhistrueidentitytoher.Shockedatherownbehavior,themotherhangs
herself,atwhichpointSecundusdecidesnevertospeakagain.

TheEmperorHadrianlearnsofthephilosopher’svowofsilence.Hesum-
mons him and asks him to proclaim his wisdom. Since Secundus refuses to
speak,evenunderthethreatofdeath,theemperorisextremelyimpressedand
suggeststhattheycommunicateinwrittenform.Yet,beforeSecundusanswers
his questions on cosmology and ethics, he first explains to the emperor the
trivialandfrailnatureofman,aswellasthepoweroffate.

* IwouldliketothankU.PietruschkaforinformationontheEthiopictradition.Additionally,
S.FolletandR.Gouletprovidedmewithaversionofthearticle“Secundus”,whichwillsoon
appear in a clearly updated form in the Dictionnaire des Philosophes Antiques. I wrote
thepresentchapterwhileworkingwithintheresearchprogram“MedicineoftheMind,
PhilosophyoftheBody”(directedbyProf.Ph.vanderEijk),fundedbytheAlexandervon
Humboldt-Foundation.

© KoninklijkeBrillNV,Leiden,2016 | doi10.1163/9789004307728_015
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JudgingfromthosewhoreadorhadatleastheardoftheVS,itbecomesclear
thatthestorywasknowninalmosteveryregionaroundthewesternaswellas
easternMediterraneananditsinfluencewasfeltforoverathousandyears.

SincetheVS duringthefirstfewhundredyearsafteritscompositionseems
tohaveonlyexistedinfewplacesintheWest(seebelow,pp.348–49),itsspread
withinthistraditionappearstohavereallybegunwiththeLatintranslationof
WilliamMedicus,monkandlaterabbotofthemonasteryofSt.DenisinParis,
whoseworkwascompletedinthesecondhalfofthe12thcentury.1Theinflu-
enceandpopularityofthistextisnotonlydemonstratedbythefactthatitwas
handeddowninover100manuscriptsfrom12th–15thcenturies,butalsothatit
provided the direct or indirect basis for numerous further translations into
Spanish, German, French, Italian, and even Icelandic. Based on these trans-
lations the work appeared in different literary genres in the respective
languages.ThetenoroftheVScausedittobeoftenreadnotonlyasacaptivat-
ingstory,butalsoasamodelforspecificscientificandmoralissues.2

IntheNearEast,bycontrast,itstransmissionunfoldedinalesslinearway.
Atfirst,wehaveatranslationintoArmenian,whichperhapsoriginatedinthe
6th–7thcenturiesAD.3Bythe5thcenturyADweknowthatArmeniawassub-
ject to a great deal of Greek influence, with the result that several, mainly
scientific and philosophical Greek texts were translated into the local lan-
guage. Among them were the medical writings of Hippocrates and Galen,
commentaries on the works of Aristotle,4 but also the VS, as a paradigm of
Hellenicethics.

FurthermoreweknowaboutSyriacandArabicversionsoftheVS(seebelow,
pp.351–58),withthelatterinturnservingasthebasisforanEthiopictransla-
tion.5ProvidedthattheBook of SindbadactuallyoriginatedwithinaPersian

1 TheLatintextofWilliamMedicusisfoundinSecundus,ed.Perry,pp.92–100.
2 Onthe Nachlebenof the Vita in theWest see Secundus, ed.Perry,pp.23–45,aswellas

d’Agostino,“Unaversione”;LageCotos,“Secundus”;LageCotos,“Larecepción”;LageCotos,
“Secundusentrelasflores”;LageCotos,“Unacadena”;Wachinger,“Secundus”andWarnar,
“TheDominican”,pp.50–52.

3 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,pp.55–58;translationonpp.108–18;ArmeniantextinAppendixIIof
Perry’sedition.

4 Seee.g.L’œuvre de David l’Invincible et la transmission de la pensée grecque dans la tradition 
arménienne et syriaque,ed.V.Calzolari/J.R.Barnes(PhilosophiaAntiqua116),Leiden2009,
andVardanian,“MedievalArmenianmedicine”,pp.199–209.

5 TextandtranslationinSecundus,ed.Perry,AppendixIV.Itsdependencewasalreadydeter-
minedbyBachmann,Das Leben,pp.3–8.Aneweredition,includingan(English)translation
oftheEthiopicversion,isofferedinThe Life of Skendes the Wise,ed.C.Sumner,AddisAbaba
1981,andSumner,“TheSource”,pp.100–22.
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milieuaround800AD,wecanconcludethattherewasanawarenessoftheVS
inthistraditionaswell.Infact,theBook of Sindbadexhibitsclearparallelswith
thenarrativestructureof theVS,allowingustoconcludethat theunknown
PersianauthorwasfamiliarwiththebiographyoftheSilentPhilosopher.6

ButhowdoweexplainthepopularityoftheVS?Toanswerthisquestion,
I shall first analyse the work and explore the underlying literary and philo-
sophicalelementsthatmakeupitsstructure.Iwilltheninvestigate,basedon
theSyriacandArabictraditions,whatpreciselycontributedtoitsnoteworthy
afterlife.

A. The Ancient Tradition

WeassumethattheVSwasfirstwrittendowntowardstheendofthe2ndcen-
tury AD. The terminus ante quem is provided by a papyrus fragment which
containspartsofthework,andwhichcanbedatedtotheearly3rdcenturyAD
(PRoss. Georg I 17).7 We know nothing about the author. It is also unclear
whetherSecunduswasarealpersonoraliteraryfiction.Theoriesthatconnect
himwithhistoricallytangiblepersons,suchastherhetorSecundusofAthens,
teacherofHerodesAtticus,cannotbeprovenyet.8

A.1 The Greek Original
Aproblemwhichhithertohasnotbeensolved,regardsthenumberofcirculat-
ingancientversions,aswellasthequestionastotheappearanceoftheGreek
originaldidlooklike.Itiswellknownthatinthegenreofpopularliterature
thisquestionisoffarsmallerrelevancecomparedto‘canonical’authorssuch
as, for example, Plato or Herodotus. Indeed, popular literature usually pro-
duces what we now call ʻopen worksʼ, without a fixed wording and even
content.Onthecontrary,copyistsandredactorsfeltentitledtodealfreelywith
thetexttheyhadinfrontthem,anddidnotrefrainfromaugmenting,changing
andreworking it inorder to fitnewcontextsandmeetdifferentneeds.The

6 SeePerry,“TheOrigin”,pp.1–94,esp.pp.58–89,andPersian Wisdom in Arabic Garb. ʿAlī b. 
ʿUbayda al-Rayḥānī (d. 219/834) and his Jawāhir al-kilam wa-farāʾ id al-ḥikam,ed.M.Zakeri,vol.
1(IslamicPhilosophy,TheologyandScience66),Leiden,Boston2007,pp.100–115.Forfurther
information,seethearticleofB.Krönunginthisvolume,pp.365–79.

7 Thetextofthisfragment,includingcommentary,canbefoundinGallo,“Frammentodella
Vita”,pp.415–429.

8 WhileBowersock,Greek Sophists,pp.118–20,viewsthisidentificationasprobable,Hunger,
“review”,p.364,forexample,isratherskeptical,andjustifiablyso.SeealsoGallo,“Frammento”,
pp.401–03.



341SecundustheSilentPhilosopher

various recensions of the Alexander Romance could serve here as a striking
example.9

AlthoughthecurrentdefinitiveeditionoftheVSofB.E.Perry,from1964,can
beseenasexemplaryinviewofits interdisciplinaryapproach,itdoes,how-
ever,onlygiveusaroughideaofthecomplexancienttransmissionofthetext
andoftheGreekoriginal.Thisisinpartduetothestateofresearchatthetime,
butalsoduetoPerry’seditorialmethodology,whichisnotalwayscomprehen-
sible.AsthebasisfortheeditionofhisGreektext,hechoseonlyasingletextual
witness:thecodex Vaticanus Reginensis Gr. 10(11thcentury).Thisapproachwas
justified, insofarasthiscodexistheonlyGreekmanuscriptcontainingboth
thesectiononSecundus’lifeandthesectionwiththeemperor’squestionsand
Secundus’answers.AtthetimeofPerry’sedition,therewereafurther15Greek
manuscripts from 11th–18th centuries known, these however were either
directly or indirectly based on the aforementioned codex Vaticanus, or con-
tainedonlythequestionsandanswerspart.Throughanexaminationofthe
variantreadings,Perrycametotheconclusionthatthetraditionisdividedinto
twobranches,therebyassigningthecodex Vaticanus Reginensis Gr. 10aswellas
theArmenian,SyriacandLatintranslationstoonebranch,andtheArabver-
siontoanother.10PerrythusofferedinhiseditionoftheGreektextonlyapart
oftheancienttradition.Eventhoughhewasawareofthis,heneverthelesscor-
rected the text of the codex Vaticanus Reginensis Gr. 10 with the help of the
above-mentionedpapyrusfragment(PRoss. Georg I 17),whichhedidnottake
into account at all in his stemma codicum, as well as with textual witnesses
from the other branch tradition, thus producing a contaminated text that
neverexistedinthisform.Itwouldhavebeenmorecorrect,fromamethod-
ologicalstandpoint,toeditthevariousGreekversionsindependentlyofone
another.11

Theproblems,however,continue.SincePerry,afurtherGreekpapyrusfrom
6th–7thcenturieshasbecomeknowntous,whichalsocontainsasmallextract
fromthebiographicalsectionoftheVS.Moreover,numerousadditionalGreek
manuscriptshaveemerged,whichcontainthequestionsandanswerssection
atleast.12Assuch,allofthesetextualwitnessesmustalsobeincorporatedinto

9 OnthedifferentversionsoftheGreekAlexander romanceandtheirrespectiveideological
contextseethechapterbyU.Moenniginthisvolume,pp.159–89.

10 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,pp.10–23.
11 SeeGallo,“Biografie”,p.246,andPearson’sreviewofPerry’sedition,pp.94–95.Inaddi-

tion,Perryappearstohaveincorrectlyunderstoodthetraditionofthetextualwitnesses
whichwereavailabletohim.Thisconclusionissuggestedbytheslightlydifferentstemma
ofPapathomopoulos,“ΟΙΓΝΩΜΕΣ”,p.379.

12 Seeforthepapyrus,Menci,“FrammentidiVita”;forthecodicesseePapathomopoulos,
“ΓΝΩΜΕΣ”, p. 313 n. 3, Gallo, “Biografie”, p. 246–47, and de Nicola, “Secundi sententia”,
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anyeditionoftheVS;itremainstobeseenwhethertheyareidenticalwiththe
Greek tradition known up to this point, or represent further versions.
Furthermore,onehastoevaluatetheNearEasterntraditiondifferentlyfrom
Perry.HeassumedthatthegreatlengthoftheArabicversionwasduetothe
translator’sverbosity.Inhistimehewashardlyaloneinthisestimation,13but
more recent investigations have shown that Arabic translators, particularly
fromthe9thcentury,generallytookcaretoreproducethetextverbatim,asfar
asitwaspossible.14Evenwhen,inisolatedcases,Christianinterpolationsor
influencesofothernarrativetraditionsdoappear intheArabicversion(see
below,p.353note64),wecanassumethatonthewholeitisindicativeofthe
Greekoriginal.Bywayofillustration,twoexamplesshouldsufficehere.

Intheversionofthecodex Vaticanus Reginensis Gr. 10themother/parents
ofSecundusappeartobenativesofAthens,sinceHadrianhearsofthephi-
losopher after his arrival in Athens.15 In the recension represented by the
Arabic translation, by contrast, Secundus’ education takes place in Athens,
while his home city, where his mother lives and where the meeting with
Hadrianoccurs,isnotspecified.16ItisquiteunlikelythatanArabictranslator
alteredmultiplepassagesinsuchaway.Severalmoreexamplesofthissortcan
beadduced.17

ThenumberandnatureofthequestionsSecundusanswersintheArabic
versionpointinthesamedirection.Whilethecodex Vaticanus Reginensis Gr. 10
onlycontains20questions,over50aretobefoundintheArabicrecension.As
will be demonstrated below (pp. 346-47), these questions do not represent
arbitraryinterpolations,butratherreflect aworldviewmatchingtheideologi-
cal background of the Florilegium compiled by the early Byzantine scholar
Stobaeus (5th century AD).Thus, in this instance the Arabic version clearly
provesitselftobeofGreekorigin.Againstthisbackgroundwemustconclude

pp.489–495.SeealsoSecundus,ed.Perry,p.83n.,and85n.
13 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,pp.47;64,andthereviewsbyHunger,p.365,andPearson,p.94.

Bycontrast,FrankshowedinhisreviewthatsomeoftheinstanceswhichPerryregarded
aselaborationsoftheArabictranslatorhavebeenfalselyevaluatedbyhim.Itshouldbe
mentionedinpassingthatRevillout,Vie et sentences,p.40,inhisexaminationoftheAra-
bic version, came to the exact opposite conclusion, namely that the Arabic version is
muchclosertotheoriginalthanthesurvivingGreekversions.Suchevaluationsultimately
appeartobeinfluencedbythescientificorculturalbackgroundoftheresearcher.

14 SeeVagelpohl,“Translationliterature”,p.543b.
15 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,p.70.16–17.
16 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,App.III,pp.3.10;13.6–9.
17 For additional examples, in which the supposed additions to the Arabic recension are

confirmedbyancientparallelstotheVS,seeOverwien,“Secundus”,p.110note15,andp.111
note19.
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thattheArabictranslation,intheforminwhichithasbeenhandeddownto
us, represents a further ancient recension of the VS, which is to be counted
alongsideboththealreadyknownGreekversions.

Theproblemsbrieflytoucheduponhereshouldgiveusanideaofhowfar
awaywecurrentlyarefromunderstandinghowmanyGreekversionsoftheVS
existed,andwhatformtheoriginalhad.Wewillcomenearertothesolution
onlybyconsideringthewholeoftheancienttraditionandcomparingindetail
theindividualversions,particularlytheNearEasternones,withoneanother,
therebyattemptingtoseparatewhatisoriginalfromlatermaterial.

A.2 Genre
InAntiquitythetermbiographywasnotasstrictlydefinedastoday.However,
thereasontheVSissaidtobea‘biography’accordingtotheancientdefinition
ofthisgenre,isduetothewordβίοςinthetitle“βίοςΣεκούνδουΦιλοσόφου.”18
ThestructureoftheVSitselfindicatesthesame.Itcomprises,inchronological
order,singleepisodesfromtheprotagonist’slifeaswellassayingsintheform
of answers at the end, a combination which also characterizes comparable
biographiesfromthistime,suchasLucian’sDemonax(2ndcenturyAD)and
the Lives of the Philosophers by Diogenes Laertius (3rd century AD).19
Furthermore, the VS aims at showing the protagonist as an ethical-moral
model. This idea is well integrated throughout the narrative, since Hadrian
wantstopreserveSecundus’answersinwrittenformasbooks,sothattheycan
serveasleadingprinciplesforposterity.20Inthisway,asimilaritywithworks
subsumedunderthelabel‘ancientbiography’,21emergesunambiguouslyfrom
itsformalaswellastextualorientation.

A.3 Structure – Literary Sources
Anancientbiographerwasnotobligedtodepictthewholelifeofhisherofrom
birthtodeath.Anumberofexemplarysegmentsoftensufficedtomakethe
character of the protagonist discernable, and to present his way of life as
exemplary.22

18 SeeUytfanghe,“Biographie”,p.1094,andSonnabend,Geschichte,p.7.
19 OnthestructureoftheseworksseeGoulet-Cazé,“LelivreVI”,pp.3892–908,andOverwien,

“Zweiliterarisch-philosophischeVorbilder”,p.536.
20 See Secundus, ed. Perry, p. 90.14–15. On the ethical tenor of ancient biographies see

Sonnabend,Geschichte,pp.4–7.
21 SeealsoHägg,The art,pp.300–04.OnthissectionseeinadditionOverwien,“Secundus”,

pp.106–08.
22 SeeDihle,“DieEntstehung”,pp.8–9.
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Secundus’ salient attribute is, of course, his silence. Immediately in the
introductionitisbroughtupasatopic,anditisalsorecalledagaininthecon-
cludingsentence,sothatitfunctions,inaway,asaframetothestoryitself.23

Furthermore,thisself-imposedbanonspeakinggivesthebackgroundfor
the scenic configuration of the work: the meeting with the mother and her
suicide,promptedbySecundus,providestherationaleforhissilence(Scene1).
InthepresenceoftheEmperorHadrianthephilosopher,bycontrast,proves
himselftobeamanofstrongandimperturbablecharacter–andthusatrue
philosopher – by his refusal to speak (Scene 2). Lastly, his answers to the
emperor’squestionsservetoevincesilenceasaphilosophicalprinciple,since
HadrianalreadyknewthereasonforSecundus’ taciturnityafter readingthe
questions.

Nevertheless,itisstrikingthattheauthordidnotrestricthimselftoprovid-
ingasoberandfunctionaldescriptionofthetwoaforementionedscenes,but
ratherborrowedseveral literarymotifs fromverydifferent traditions togive
theactionadramaticveneer.

Forthefirstscene,themeetingwiththemother,theauthordrewoncom-
pletelyindependentmythologicalthemeswhichheconnectedandreshaped
into a new narrative.Thus, the examination of the woman’s (wife’s) fidelity
seemstobebasedonthestoryofCephalusandProcris,astold,forexample,in
Ovid’sMetamorphoses(VII.711ff.).Theauthortookoverthemotif,buthemin-
gleditwiththeOedipusmyth(seeOed. Tyr.).ThisexplainswhySecundusis
sentawayfromhomeasachildandraisedfarfromhishomeland.Italsolies
behindthesceneof–“almost”–sexualintercoursewiththemotheraswellas
hersubsequentsuicide.Inaddition,thereferencestoOedipusalsoexplainthe
destructiveeffectofSecundus’driveforknowledge,whichentirelydestroyshis
familial bonds, as well his decision never to speak again. Just as Oedipus
refrained fromseeingby carvinghiseyesoutasa self-imposed punishment
(Oed. Tyr. 1270ff.),Secundus, too,determines toceaseusinganothersensory
organ,hisvoice.Yet,nomatterhowgruesometheevents turnout tobe for
bothmen,fromthismomentontheyfindtheirtruegreatness.Oedipustravels
to the gods and becomes the tutelary spirit of Athens (Sophocles, Oed. K.),
whileSecunduscanonceandforallleadthelifeofaphilosopher.24

Afterthemother’ssuicide,thesettingshiftsfromthehouseofSecundus’par-
entstotheroyalcourt;heretoo,wehavetwoclearlydifferentliterarythemes
combinedwithoneanother.First,theauthoremploysthewidespreadmotif
ofthewiseman’smeetingwitharuler,knownfromnumerousancienttales,

23 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,pp.68.2–3;90.13–14.
24 OntheuseoftheOedipusmythintheVS,seealsod’Agostino,“Unaversione”,pp.197–98.
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asthebasicframeworkforthenarrative.Hereonecouldrecallthemeetings
betweenSolonandCroesus,orAlexandertheGreatandtheCynicDiogenes.25
TheEmperorHadrianwastherightpersonforstagingsuchameetingbecause
hewasknownforholdingdiscussionswithlearnedpersons.26

Yet,beforethisstandardizedencounterbetweenthewisemanandtheruler
can occur, Secundus has first to prove himself as a philosopher. On that
account, the anonymous biographer draws on the typology of trial scenes,
developedintheso-called‘paganmartyracts’,whichrevolvearoundpowerful
Alexandrian officials opposing the policies of Roman emperors.The author
adopts thebasicmodelof such Acta Alexandrinorum andsupplies itwitha
climaticending.ThusHadrianattemptstomakeSecundustalkinthreeways.
Firsthepursueshisgoalwithfriendlywords,andhethenordersatribuneto
stopSecundus’silence.Asthisalsohasnoeffect,Hadrianfinallyorderstohave
him executed, yet privately specifying that this has only to be done, should
Secundusbreakhissilenceinthefaceofdeath.27

Themeaningofthisnarrativedeviceistobeseenontwolevels.Firstly,it
clarifiesHadrian’smetamorphosisfromaphilosopher-emperor,fondofinter-
rogatingsavants,toadespotandtyrant.Hisbehaviorisdiametricallyopposed
tothatofSecundus,whodespitealltheadversecircumstancesremainsconsis-
tentlytruetohispositionandasaresultproveshimselftobesuperiortothe
emperor.

Inaddition, thedramaticclimax fulfillsa second function in thebroader
contextofthestory.WhereasinthefirstsceneitisSecundus’motherwhohas
toundergoakindoftrial,whichshecannotsuccessfullyovercomeonaccount
ofherlibidinousfemalenature,henowmasterfullypasseshisowntestofwis-
dom.Consequently,self-controlcannotbeafemaleaffair,itcanonlybefound
inastrongphilosopher’scharacter.28

A.4 Philosophical Doctrine
FiveissuesmakeupthewholeofSecundus’philosophicaldoctrine.

Hestartswithsomeremarksonthephysisofman(1)andonfate(2),empha-
sizingthefrailtyofhumannatureanditsshortlifespan.Hethenturnstothe
questionofwhatpowergovernsman’slife.Whilehegivesnodefinitiveanswer
to this question, he is nonetheless convinced that no human being has any

25 AdditionalinformationinGray,“Xenophon’sHiero”.
26 SeealsoStertz,“Semperinomnibus”,p.622.
27 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,p.72.2–19.
28 See Secundus, ed. Perry, p. 74.12. On this chapter, see as well Overwien, “Secundus”,

pp.108–14.
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poweroverhisownfate.Nothingatallissaidaboutgods,weareonlytoldof
τύχη(chance),δαίμων(demon)andμοῖρα(destiny),allofthemabarelydis-
cernable,oftenominouspower,whoseworkingsareunfathomable.29

Inthesubsequentquestionsandanswers,threeothersubjectsareaddressed:
cosmology (3), psychology-physiology (4), and ethics (5).30 The first part of
thisquestion-and-answercatalogue(nos.1–17)concernscosmologicalissues.
Bythisaremeantastronomical,meteorological,geographicalandtheological
topics, which form together a picture of the world’s structure and develop-
ment, while the following nos. 18–20 address psychological-physiological
topics.Thethirdandfinalsection,nos.23–52,makesupthebulkofthewhole
dialoguesection. Itentailsquestionsandanswersconcerninghuman life in
general, and more particularly everyday life, and are thus to be regarded as
ethicalissues.

InsearchingforGreeksourcesorparallelsforthissortofdiscussion,onehas
firsttolookattheDoxographyofAëtius(1stcenturyA.D),aworkpreserved
onlyina2ndcenturyADepitomeattributedtoPlutarch,underthetitlePlacita.
Another, even more likely parallel is perhaps the so-called Florilegium of
Stobaeus(5thcent.AD),thisbeingathematically-arrangedcollectionoftex-
tualexcerpts,poeticversesandsayingsbasedtoalargeextentonthePlacita.
Stobaeus,inparticular,describes–inpartwithidenticalwording–everytopic
fromtheareasofcosmology,psychology/physiologyandethicsthatSecundus
touches upon in his answers; individual chapters of his Florilegium are also
dedicated to fate, as well as to the physis of man.31 In other words, all five
aspectsofSecundus’doctrinearecontainedintheworkofStobaeus.32

TheparallelismbetweentheVSandtheFlorilegiumofStobaeus,however,
not only provides important insights to the structure of the question-and-
answersegment,italsohasconsequencesastotheintentionandphilosophical
backgroundoftheVS.Asalreadystated,thedoctrineofSecundusconsistsof
fivepointswhichtouchuponthefundamentalquestionsofhumanexistence:
WhatamI(physis)?Whatgovernsmylife(fate)?Howistheuniversestruc-
tured (cosmology)? How does man function (psychology-physiology)? How
shouldIbehave(ethics)?Asaresult,Secundus’answersproduceaquitecom-

29 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,pp.74.24–78.8.
30 Inwhatfollows,IwilluseasabasetexttheoneversionoftheVSonlypreservedinArabic

translation(seeSecundus,ed.Perry,App.III,pp.27.2–54.8).Wedothis,becauseitisbased
ona(lost)Greekmodel,asthefollowingremarkswilldemonstrate.

31 OnwhichindetailseeOverwien,“Secundus”,pp.118–20.
32 OnthelifeandworkofStobaeus,seePiccione/Runia,“Stobaios”.
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prehensive,yetultimatelywidely-heldworldview,whichdoesnotfollowany
specificphilosophicaltradition.

Thisgeneraltenor ismadeevidentviatherhetoricalconfigurationofthe
gnomic answers, which do not consist of long, complex sentences, as one
wouldexpectinviewofthesubstantialrelevanceofthecorrespondingques-
tions,butinsteadusuallyconsistofonlytwowords.Further,theyfrequently
takeanantitheticalform,sothattheyarecatchyandeasytomemorize.33One
can thus assume that the doctrine, as it is presented in the question-and-
answersection,mayhavebeenconceivedasa formofpropaedeutic,which
was meant to make the reader familiar with the fundamental concepts of
humanexistence.

Sofar,attemptstopindownconsistentlyanyspecificphilosophicaldoctrine
outof theutterancesofSecundushavebeenunsuccessful; theirnatureand
brevitymakesthisalmostimpossible.Itseemsfarmorelikelythatthefigureof
Secundusisnotindebtedtoanyparticularphilosophicaltradition,afeature
that,asparadoxicalasitmayseematfirst,emphasizesyetfurtherhisdesigna-
tion as a Cynic and Pythagorean.34 We neither learn of a conversion from
CynicismtoPythagoreanismintheVS,norcanindicationsofeitherdoctrine
beperceivedanywhere.Suchdenominationsareinsteadmorelikelytobejust
labelsusedforliterarypurposes.TheauthoroftheVSneededaCynicforstag-
ingthefirstscenewiththemother,becauseCynicswereknownforadvocating
modesty and abstinence, and for struggling against feminine charms and
sexual attraction.35 Being in search of a woman who was not a prostitute,
Secunduswas,quitesimply,morecrediblewhendepictedasanadeptofthis
school.

The same holds true for Secundus’ inclusion among the Pythagoreans,
whichisperhapsfoundedsolelyonthebasisoftheoveralltopicofthework,
namely the obligation to silence. This is indeed a Pythagorean feature, but
somethingwhichtheauthor,asPerryhasalreadyremarked,misunderstood.36
Pythagoreansstrictlyobservedtheirvowofsilenceovermanyyears,butitwas
stillatemporarystateforthem,exclusivelyservinganasceticpurposeandis
alsoprobablybestunderstoodasanobligationtosecrecy,asusualinmystery
religionsandinsimilarintellectualandphilosophicalmovements.37

33 Onthestructure,seePhilonenko,“Lesoxymores”.
34 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,pp.68.2;68.7.
35 OnwhichseeOverwien,Die Sprüche,pp.278–90.
36 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,pp.7–10.
37 SeeCh.Riedweg,Pythagoras,München2002,pp.132ff.
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Quiteclearly,afundamentaldilemmafortheauthoremerged:hewantedto
instructaswellastoentertain.Ontheonehand,inthesecondpartofthebiog-
raphy,thereaderisgivenaphilosophicaldoctrinewithacohesiveworldview.
Ontheotherhand,thisdoctrineiswrappedinliteraryclothes,which,attimes,
evenaffects thephilosophicalorientationof thework.Themostprominent
exampleofthisisSecundus’silence,whichisthecentralelementoftheliter-
arydepiction,yetinnowayexhibitsanyconnectionwithhisteachings;itis
notclear onwhichofthefiveaforementionedbasictopicshissilenceshould
bebased.Thus,wemuststatethattheunknownauthor,atleastonthispoint,
did not succeed in harmonizing both of his aims that is to instruct and to
entertain.

Thatisunfortunate,astheauthoroftheVSclearlywantedtoreachawide
readership.38Thebiographicalpassageswereconstructedinsuchawaythat
theyappealedtothereader’semotions:forbiddenlove,suicide(Scene1),forti-
tudetothepointofdeath,deaththreats,andvictoryovertheemperor(Scene
2).Moreover,thephilosophicaldoctrinewaspresentedinreadilyunderstand-
able, memorable gnomes, which could not be ascribed to any particular
philosophical school.Additionally, theauthorwaseager tocomposeawork
whichwouldmatchtheprevailingtasteoftheperiod;Secundus’philosophical
viewsare,indeed,typicalofauthorsofthe2nd-3rdcenturiesAD,suchasCelsus
orLucian.Also,theVitaiscomposedofcompletelydifferentliteraryfeatures
whichwerewidespread,andthereforepopular,atthistime(e.g.Plutarch,and
theActa Alexandrinoroum).39

To what extent the author of the VS was successful can only be approxi-
matelydetermined.ThefactthatGreekpapyrusfragmentsfromthe3rdand
6th–7th centuries AD, as well as Armenian and Syriac translations from the
6th–7th centuries AD have survived, suggests that the biography enjoyed a
widecirculationquiteearlyon,evenbeyondtheLatin-Greeklinguisticarea.
Ontheotherhandwemustadmitthat,atleastinthewesterntradition,onlya
fewfurtherwitnessesexist.

Prideofplaceherewouldbetheso-calledAltercatio Hadriani et Epicteti,a
Latin question-and-answer dialogue between the Emperor Hadrian and the
StoicEpictetus,whichcertainlyusedtheVSasamodel.Itispossiblethatthis

38 SeealsoGallo,“Biografie”,p.247,andHansen,Anthology,whoclassifiestheVSas“popular
literature”.

39 SeeHägg,The Art,pp.303–304,andinsummaryOverwien,“Secundus”,pp.114–29.
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workwasalreadywritteninthe3rdcenturyAD,butitmayhavebeensome-
timelater.40

AnanonymouspassioofthemartyrPansophios,probablyoriginatingfrom
Alexandria, provides further testimony for the VS.The lost original perhaps
came into existence in the 6th–7th centuries AD, yet it survives only in a
Georgiantranslation,whichinturnappearstobebasedonanArabicVorlage.
Pansophioslivedasahermitinthedesert,yethewasbetrayedandbrought
before an official of the Emperor Decius, Augustalios. The latter asked him
wherehecamefrom,butPansophiosremainedsilent.WhereuponAugustalios
remarked:“IbelievethatyoulearnedyourwisdomfromSecundus.Youimitate
him and thus say nothing.” Then he repeated his question, and Pansophios
begantotalk.41ThispassageisnotableevidencethatSecundus’steadfastness
and dogged silence could readily be understood by Christians as a peculiar
formofmartyrdom.AndsinceinthisepisodenofurtherdetailsaboutSecundus
are given, we can infer that the VS must have been rather famous by this
period.42

TheVS,however,didnotonlyserveasamodelforotherworks,butparts
ofitatleastalsofoundtheirwayintognomologiafromtheByzantineperiod.
Secundus’ definition of women,43 for instance, is found in a collection of
sayingsknownastheGnomologium ByzantinumorDEI.Thisanonymouscol-
lectionisarrangedbysubject,andperhapsservedasaschooltextbook.The
terminus ante quem for itscompositionisprovidedbytheCorpus Parisinum
(8th–9th centuries AD), whose compiler incorporated excerpts from the
Gnomologium. An earlier date for its existence is however very likely.44 Via

40 In favour of this early date is Daly, The Altercatio, pp. 75–77. Löfstedt, “Zur Datierung”,
thinksthe5thcenturyADtobemoreprobable,onaccountofitsgrammaticalidiosyncra-
sies.

41 Onthis,seePeeters,“Lapassion”,pp.307–37,esp.pp.308;319–21.Thetextofthequoted
passagereads(intheLatintranslationoftheGeorgianversion)asfollows:mea sententia, 
sapientiam hanc a Secundo didicisti: hunc tu imitaris ideoque nihil dicis …Onthistopicsee
alsoDeNicola,“Secundisententia”,p.483.

42 WhethertheauthoroftheVita ofSaintAlexiosreferredtotheVS(accordingtoHerrmann,
“Secundus”)isdoubtful.ThechastityofsaintsisatypicalChristiantopos.Additionally,
Alexiosdoesnotasarulerefusetospeak,butratheronlyrefusestorevealhisorigins.See
aswellGallo,“Frammento”,p.406n.38.OnthelifeofAlexios,whichonlyappearsfrom
theendof the 10thcent.,yet iscertainly fromanearlierperiod,seeEngels, “TheWest
European”,pp.93–100.

43 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,p.84.3–10.
44 ForthedateandpurposeoftheGnomologium ByzantinumseeGerlach,Gnomica Demo-

critea,pp.83;573.Strictlyspeakingthesituationismorecomplicated.Theaphorismof
Secundus is found only in the codex Baroccianus Gr. 50 (see Bywater, Gnomologium 
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the Corpus Parisinum and the Loci Communes of Maximus the Confessor,
Secundus’definitionofwomenenteredmanyfurtherByzantinesacro-profane
gnomologia.45

ItiscertainlynosurprisethatSecundus’definitionofwomenismisogynis-
tic. Misoginy was an extremely widespread topic in ancient and Byzantine
gnomologia astheyservedasarepositoryfortheliterati,whoreadilyfellback
onmaximsofthiskind.Secundus,moreover,appearedasarepresentativeofa
misogynisticattitudepar excellenceduetotheincidentwithhismother,and
evenmoresothroughhismemorableanswersconcerningwomen.Heenjoyed
great popularity in this regard,46 particularly among western authors of the
medievalperiod,butapseudepigraphonfromtheLateByzantineperiodcan
alsoillustratesthis.AworkofthechurchfunctionaryJohnPediasimos(13th–
14thcenturies)onthewickedwoman,foundinaTurinmanuscriptfromthe
15thcentury,waswrittenunderthenom de plumeSecundus!47

Baroccianum,p.30,nr.255).Thiscodexoffersarecensionofthiscollection,whichshows
tracesofrevision,andwasaccordinglywrittenlater(seeGerlach,Gnomica Democritea,
pp.128–29).However, itcannotberuledout,thattheunderlyingchapter“OnWomen“
alreadybelongedtotheoriginalcontentsoftheDEI(ibid.,pp.142;175–76).

45 See The Corpus Parisinum. A Critical Edition of the Greek Text with Commentary and Eng-
lish Translation, Book 1,ed.D.M.Searby,Lewistonu.a.2007,p.349,nr.95,andPs.-Maximus 
Confessor, erste kritische Edition einer Redaktion des sacro-profanen Florilegiums Loci Com-
munes,ed.S.Ihm(Palingenesia73),Stuttgart2001,p.1004,Nr.68.24/39.22.Forfurther
ByzantinecollectionswhichentailSecundus’definitionofwomen,seetheindexofparal-
lelpassagesinPs.-Maximus Confessor(ibid.,p.1004)aswellasSternbach,“Gnomologium
Parisinum”,p.157,nr.222andTartaglia,“Sentenzeeaneddoti”,p.67,Nr.267.Theso-called
Appendix Gnomica,inwhichtheaphorismisalsofound(seeSternbach,“AppendixGno-
mica”,p.43,Nr.96), insteadbelongstothetraditionof theWiener Apophthegmensam-
mlung. Its date of composition is however unknown (see Overwien, “Die Sprüche”,
pp. 50–51). In the Corpus Parisinum and Loci Communes, a further saying following
Secundus’definitionofwomenisintroducedwithὁαὐτὸςἔφη(“Hehimselfsaid”).This
sayinghasnothingtodowithSecundus,becauseitdoesnotappearintheVSandhasa
differentstructure,asitoffersnodefinition(ofwomen)atall.

46 SeethevariousarticlesofLageCotos,“Secundus”,“Larecepción”and“Unacadena”.
47 SeedeNicola,“Secundisententia”,p.489.ThetextwaseditedbyM.L.Agati,“Pediasimi,

Carmendeutroquegenerefoeminarum”,Bollettinodeiclassici,ser.3,6,1985,pp.86–106.
OnJohnPediasimosseeKrumbacher,Geschichte,pp.556–58.Afurtherpossiblewitness
for the Nachleben of Secundus from the Late Byzantine period is mentioned in Gallo,
“FrammentodiVita”,pp.404–06.
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B The Syriac Tradition

Fromthelate5thcenturyADonwards,Greektextswerelargelytranslatedby
Christian intellectuals into Syriac. Foremost among them were theological,
philosophical (mainly Aristotelian) works, but texts on popular philosophy
alsoattractedgreatinterest.48TheVSwaspartofthistranslationprocess,and
itcanbedetectedwithintheSyriactraditionindifferentformsandcontexts.

Codex BM Add. 14620(9thcentury)containsvarioustextsofGreekauthors
inSyriac.ThefirstoneistheVS.However,thebiographydoesnotappearinits
complete form, since the text begins in the middle of Secundus’ encounter
withHadrian,andalargepartoftheend,includingquestionandanswernos.
1–19,isalsomissing.49Themanuscriptdoesnotprovideanyinformationeither
abouttheSyriactranslatornorthedateofcomposition.

Asecond,thistimeindirect,witnessisfoundinahomilyofIsaacofNiniveh.
TheNestorianchurchmanwasforashorttime,inthe7thcentury,bishopofhis
nativecity,butspentmostofhislifeasahermitandmonkinthesouthwestof
whatisnowIran.50Inhistreatise,Isaacwrites,amongothermatters,thatone
must unwaveringly confront the difficulties of this world. He cites here the
exampleofaphilosopherwhowassointernallysteadfast, thatnoteventhe
threatsoftheGreekkingcouldmovehimtobreakhissilence.51Eventhough
thenameofthephilosopherisnotmentionedhere,itisobviousthatthispara-
phraseisbasedontheVS.52

A further evidence for the existence of a Syriac Secundus, is a monastic
anthologyincodex Sinai Syr. 14,whichpresumablyoriginatedinthe10thcen-
tury. It contains, along with Christian texts, some of pagan content, among
themashortparaphraseoftheVS.53Acomparisonwiththeabovehomilyof
Isaacrevealscertainsharedlinguisticfeatures.Additionally,inbothcases,only
thepartoftheVSinwhichSecundusproveshimselftobesteadfastbeforethe
emperor,isextant.Lastly,sincebothwithintheSinaicodexandinthehomily

48 SeetheoverviewinEndress,“DiewissenschaftlicheLiteratur”,Bd.II,pp.407–12.Onthe
spreadoftextsofpopularphilosophy,seeBrock,“Syriactranslation”.

49 Syriac Text in Sachau, Inedita Syriaca, pp. 84–88. Translation in Secundus, ed. Perry,
pp. 104–07, and Brock, “Secundus”, pp. 97–100. On the codex see Wright, Catalogue,
pp.800b-03a.

50 OnthelifeandworkofIsaacofNiniveh,seeBruns,“Isaak”,andBettiolo,“Syriacliterature”,
pp.482–83.

51 Text in Mar Isaacus Ninivita De perfectione religiosa, ed. P. Bedjan, Paris, Leipzig 1909,
pp.403.18–404.19;EnglishtranslationinWensinck,Mystic treatises,p.271.

52 Onthisparaphrase,seeBrock,“Secundus”,pp.94–97.
53 TextandtranslationinBrock,“Stomathalassa”,pp.46–47.
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ofIsaac,inimmediateproximityoftheVS’ paraphrase,aphilosopherismen-
tionedwholivesnakedinthewildernessanddefendsthiswayoflifebefore
AlexandertheGreat(heretheBrahminDandamisisprobablymeant),itcan
be deduced that both texts are based on a common source.54This may not
necessarilybetheVS itself, itcouldalsohavebeenasummary inwhichthe
steadfastness of Secundus in particular was emphasized, something which
Christianauthorscouldhaveusedasanexampleintheirownwritings.

Probablyatthebeginningofthe7thcentury,inthenorthernpartofpres-
ent-dayIraq,thelegendoftheSassanidprinceMarQardaghwaswrittendown.
Part of it is a meeting between the prince and the martyr Abdišo, which is
clearlybasedontheVS.55Themartyrreproachestheprinceforadheringtoa
falsereligion,thelatterbecomesextremelyindignantoverthis,hashimbeaten,
andordershimtosaywhyhehadmadetheseaccusations.Abdišohowever
remainssilentandunmoved,evenbythreatsthathewouldbekilled.Onlyas
MarQardaghgraspsthisandcalmsdowndotheyfinallyhaveaconversation
about God and creation.56 Even though the VS is not explicitly mentioned,
theparallelsareobvious.ParticularlyrevealinginthisrespectisAbdišo’sstate-
mentthatMarQardaghhaspoweroverhisbody,butnotoverhissoul.Secundus
resistsHadrianwithsimilarwords.57

AllthisleadstotheconclusionthatSyriacChristians,justliketheirGreek
andLatinforerunners(seeabove,pp.348–50),viewedSecundusasamodelfor
steadfastconductinthefaceofworldlypower.

Inadditiontotheologicalandhagiographicwriting,Secundusisalsomen-
tionedbylaterSyriachistorians.TheearliestevidenceistheChronicleofthe
PatriarchbytheSyrianOrthodoxChurch,MichaeltheSyrian(died1199),where
wereadthatduringthereignofHadriantherewasasilentphilosopherbythe
nameofSecundus,whomtheemperorinvainattemptedtomakespeak.58Here
onlyasmallexcerptfromtheVSispresented,anditseemsquitelikelythatit
wasonlyincludedinordertocharacterizethetimeandpersonalityofHadrian.
SinceSecunduswasalsomentionedbytheArabhistorianal-Masʿūdīforpre-
sumablythesamereason(seebelow,pp.355–56),wecanassumethatMichael
didnottakeexcerptsfromtheSyriactranslationoftheVSandintegratethem

54 SeeBrock,“Stomathalassa”,p.47.
55 Walker,The Legend,pp.1;27(withn.39).
56 Syriac text in Die Geschichte des Mâr ʻAbhdīšōʿ und seines Jüngers Mâr Qardagh, ed.

H.Feige,Kiel1890,pp.8r1–10r1.
57 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,p.74.18–20.
58 SyriactextinChronique de Michel le Syrien, Patriarche Jacobite d’Antioche (1166–1199),ed.

parJ.-B.Chabot,t.4,Paris1910,p.105c,25–30;Frenchtranslationint.1ofthiswork,Paris
1899,p.175a.
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intohishistory,butratherhadthesamehistoricalsourceathisdisposalthat
al-Masʿūdīalsohad,inwhichSecunduswasalreadymentioned.59

TheChronicon Syriacumofthehead(maphrian)bytheJacobiteChurch,Bar
Hebraeus(1225/6–1286),offersusafurtherwitness.Thisworkwascomposed
inSyriacinordertostirtheinterestofcontemporaryChristiansintheirown
cultureandhistory,andatthesametimestrengthentheirreligiouscommu-
nity in a Muslim-dominated milieu.60 It contains a section on the Roman
emperors, inwhichthreescholars fromthetimeofHadrianarementioned:
the astronomer Ptolemy, the doctor Galen of Pergamon and Secundus, the
SilentPhilosopher.61ThewordingoftheentryonSecundusagreesalmostver-
batimwithPatriarchMichael’saccount.Furthermore,sinceinbothworksthe
JewishrebellionofBarKochbaismentioneddirectlyafterthisentry,wecan
assumethatBarHebraeushereusedMichael’sChronicle asasource.62

C The Arabic Tradition

ThesurvivalofancientlearningplayedanevengreaterroleintheArabicthan
intheSyriactradition.ThefirsttranslationsofGreekworksgobackasfaras
the8thcenturyAD.However, itwasnotuntilthe9thcentury,thatscientific
and philosophical texts were systematically rendered into Arabic.63 At this
timethefirstArabicversionsoftheVSalsoseemtohavebeenmade.64

59 OnMichael’ssources,seeBrock,“SyriacHistoricalWriting”,pp.15–16.
60 SeeTodt,“Diesyrische”,pp.60–62.
61 SyriactextinGregorii Barhebraei Chronicum Syriacum,ed.P.Bedjan,Paris1890,pp.52.21–

23.
62 AmarginalglossappearstooriginatefromSyriachistoriography,perhapsevendirectly

fromBarHebraeushimself,inwhichitisstatedthatSecundusandJustinMartyrlivedin
Hadrian’stime.ItisfoundintwolatemanuscriptswhichcontainanArabictranslationof
aGreekchroniclefromthe5th–6thcenturiesAD.SeeGero,“Galen”,pp.383–87.

63 See Endress, “Die Wissenschaftliche Literatur”, Bd. III, pp. 24–152, and Gutas, Greek 
Thought.

64 Therearetwoadditions(Secundus,ed.Perry,App.III,pp.21.7–26.10;51.13–53.14)inthe
Arabic translations, which appear to have been taken from a work of Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ
(diedca.756)andfromtheArabicversionoftheBook of Sindbad.Theyprecludeatransla-
tionoftheVSbeforethe9thcentury(seeSecundus,ed.Perry,p.62).Theearliestevidence
fortheArabicVSis,accordingtothecurrentstateofresearch,theṢiwān al-ḥikma(Cabinet 
of Wisdom)tradition,whichstemsfromthebeginningofthe11thcent(seebelow,p.356).
Itis,however,notcorrecttoregardthehistoricalworkofal-Masʿūdī,inwhichSecundus
isbrieflymentioned,asaterminus ante quem(Secundus,ed.Perry,p.62),sincethehisto-
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ThepointofdeparturefortheArabictraditionoftheVSwasthetranslation
or,morepreciselytranslations,ofthework.Littleisknownaboutwhereandby
whomsuchtranslationsweremade,norcanbeascertainedwhethertheywere
based on Syriac or Greek exemplars. Nevertheless, as already implied above
(p.342),wecanassumethatthetranslatorsingeneralrenderedthetextsver-
batim, although one has occasionally to accept the possibility that at least
some of them were reworkings.65 However, the clearly Christian interpola-
tions,suchasHadrian’squestionsaboutheavenandhell,66neednotnecessarily
originatewithintheArabictradition,theycouldalsohavetheirrootsinachris-
tianizedGreekorSyriacexemplar.

AswehavealreadyseenwiththeeditionoftheGreektext,Perry’seditionof
the Arabic translation is also highly problematic. Perry himself named five
Arabicmanuscripts fromthe15th–17thcenturiesthatwereavailabletohim,
the codices Parisini BN 49; 150; 275; 309 as well as the codex Bodleianus 55.
However, even at that time more were known to exist.67 In addition, Perry
assumedthatthesemanuscripts,aswellastheEthiopicandOldFrenchtrans-
lationswhichwentbackviaaLatinintermediatetoa(nolongerextant)Arabic
exemplar,werebasedonthesamearchetype.68Againstthisbackground,itis
quitesurprisingthattheeditedtextisjustasimpletranscriptionoftheArabic
manuscriptParis BN 150,andthatthevariantsofthefurtherfourmanuscripts
are relegated to an attached appendix, while the Ethiopic and Old French
translationsarenottakenintoaccountatall.69Inaddition,welearnnothing
aboutthedependentrelationships amongthemanuscripts,norisitexplained
whyPerryonlyusedthisonemanuscriptasabasetextforhisedition.While

rianprobablydrewhisinformationnotfromtheVSbutratherfromahistoricalsource
(seebelow,pp.355–56).

65 Yet,eventextualinterpolationsintheVScanprovethefaithfulnessofthetranslatortothe
original text. A passage from the Book of Sindbad (Secundus, ed. Perry, Appendix III,
pp.21.7–26.10)wasforexampleinsertedattheendofScene2(seeabove,p.340andnote
6).Itseemsthatthetranslatorwantedtomakethisadditionrecognizablewithoutalter-
ingtheoriginaltext.

66 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,App.III,pp.36.9–37.7.
67 Perry himself named three codices which had been mentioned in other publications

(Secundus,ed.Perry,p.60n.85).Additionally themanuscriptcollectionof theBiblio-
thèquenationalecontainsatleastonefurtherexemplar,namelythecodex Paris BN 310
fromthe17thcentury.SeeTroupeau,Catalogue,p.272.

68 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,pp.59–62.
69 SeeSecundus,ed.Perry,Appendix,pp.3–54(text);pp.55–74(variants),pp.119–156(Eng-

lishtranslation).AFrenchtranslationisofferedbyRevillout,Vie et sentences,passim.On
thecodex Parisinus BN 150 seeTroupeau,Catalogue,pp.116–18.
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theannotationstoPerry’sEnglishtranslationoftheArabicversionmention
some important variants from other manuscripts, one gets no idea of the
Arabicarchetype.Additionally,itturnsoutthattheversionsofcodex Parisinus 
BN 150,codex Bodleianus 55 andtheEthiopicversion,sometimesclearlydiffer
fromoneanother.ThisallowsustoinferthatthereweredifferentArabicrecen-
sions.70Thesituationisfurthercomplicatedbythefactthatthetransmitted
Arabicrecensioncontainsdoubletsinsomepassages,whichgobacktodiffer-
entGreektemplates,andinpartevenallowusto discernatleasttwoArabic
translations.Hence,onecanconcludethattheversionsurvivingintheParis
manuscriptistheresultofthecombinationofatleasttwoArabictranslations.
Furthermore,wemustassumethatoneoftheArabictranslatorseithercom-
binedvariousGreekexemplarsinhiswork,orthathisexemplarwasalready
theresultofcontamination.71Onceagain,onlyathoroughinvestigationofall
theArabicmanuscripts, includingtheadditionalArabicversionsmentioned
below(seebelow,p.357),wouldprovideuswithmoreclarity.Thetextasitis
printedinPerry,instead,unfortunatelygivesusonlyanimperfectideaofthe
ArabictraditionandtheworkingmethodsoftheArabictranslatorsoftheVS.72

TheearliestauthorforwhomknowledgeoftheArabicVScanbeascertained
istheBaghdad-bornal-Masʿūdī(died956AD),whoinhisnumerouswritings
was concerned above all with geography and history.73 These interests also
affected his work Kitāb al-Tanbīh wa-l-išrāf (The Book of Notification and 
Verification), which he completed shortly before his death. There he offers,
interalia,anoutlineofRomanhistory,andaccordinglycomestospeakofthe
Emperor Hadrian, during whose reign Secundus lived. Al-Masʿūdī does not,
however, elaborate upon this topic, since, as he writes, he had already dis-
cussedtherelationshipbetweenthetwoinanotherwork.Unfortunatelythis

70 Cf.alsoDashian,“DasLeben”,pp.16–17.
71 On which see the perceptive observations of Frank, “Review”, pp. 348a-49b. Thus, for

exampletheanswersofSecundusδωδεκάωρος...ἀπότασις(Secundus,ed.Perry,p.80.5–6)
weretranslatedtwice(Secundus,ed.Perry,App. III,p.28.9–10; 11–13),while inthe first
passageὑπόμνησιςβιωτικήwasomitted.Fortheanswerstothequestionsaboutthecos-
mos(ibid.,p.78.11–15),theArabictranslationsevenofferthreeversions(ibid.,App.III,
p.27.8–28.8).Theirdifferingwordorderclearlysuggestsdifferentrenderings.

72 Frank,“Review”,p.350b,iscorrectinhisverdictinthisrespect,namelythattheArabic
traditionmustbeonceagaincompletelyre-editedandexamined,sinceeventhetran-
scriptionof the individualParisCodexcontainsnumerouserrors.SeeFrank, “Review”,
pp.349b-50b,andthereviewofMattock,p.128.

73 OnhispersonandworkseeSezgin,Geschichte,Bd.1,pp.332–36.
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text isnotextant,74hence thequestionof its sourcemustpresently remain
open.Since,however,asimilarpassageisfoundinsomeSyriachistorians(see
above,pp.352–53),itseemsplausiblethatal-Masʿūdīborrowedthispartfrom
anotherhistoricalsource.

Byimplication,theentryinal-MasʿūdīwasnottakenfromanArabictrans-
lationoftheVSwhich,accordingtothecurrentstateofresearch,canfirstbe
noticed instead in collections of gnomic sayings (gnomologia).This kind of
receptionisexplainedbythegreatpopularitywhichGreekethicsenjoyed,par-
ticularly in the Arabic tradition.75 Pride of place belongs to the huge Ṣiwān 
al-ḥikma-tradition (Cabinet of Wisdom-tradition), a compendium containing
biographicalnoticesandmaximsofGreekandArabicsages.Theoriginalver-
sionwasprobablycomposedatthebeginningofthe11thcentury.

WhethertheBaghdadphilosopherAbūSulaymānal-Siǧistānīistheauthor,
assomeArabicsourcesclaim,seemsratherunlikely.76Only laterrecensions
havesurvived fromthisoriginal,amongwhichtheversioncalledMuntaḫab 
Ṣiwān al-ḥikma(Selection of the Cabinet of Wisdom) (12th–13thcenturies)isof
interesttoushere.77Inthiscollection,twominorpartsoftheVSarespread
overtwodifferententries.Thefirstistitled“Arūnal-malik”,whichisprobably
tobeunderstoodasamisreadingfor“Hadrian,theKing.”Itincludesonlythe
questionsonthetruemeaningoffriendship.78Shortlyafterwardswearecon-
frontedwithafurtherentry“Secundus”,whichcontainsabriefsummaryofthe
sceneinwhichHadrianattemptstomakethephilosopherspeak.79Thissec-
ondentryisalsofoundalmostverbatiminŠamsal-Dīnal-Šahrazūrī’sNuzhat 
al-arwāḥ wa-rawḍat al-afrāḥ(Comfort of Souls and Garden of Delights),acom-

74 Text in Kitāb at-tanbīh wa’l-ischrāf auctore al-Masūdī, ed. M.J. de Goeje, Leiden 1894,
p.128.14–16.AFrenchtranslationofthispassagecanbefoundinVaux,Maçoudi,p.180.

75 OntheimportanceofGreekethicsintheNearEastseeEndress,“Diewissenschaftliche
Literatur”,Bd.III,p.37:“HellenistischeEthik…hatinderarabischenLiteraturbreitere
WirkungentfaltetalsirgendeinandererZweigdesaltenErbes”.

76 SeeGutas,“TheṢiwānal-ḥikmaCycle”,andDaiber,“DerṢiwānal-ḥikma”.
77 ThesecondlargestrecensionMuḫtaṣar Ṣiwān al-ḥikma(Summary of the Cabinet of Wis-

dom)incontrastdoesnotcontaintheentry“Secundus”.Cf.thetableofcontentsinThe 
Mukhtaṣar Ṣiwān al-hikma of Umar b. Sahlān al-Sāwī,ed.R.M.Kartanegara,vol.1,Chicago
1996,pp.60–62.

78 TextinThe Muntakhab,ed.Dunlop,p.94,l.1996–97.
79 TextinThe Muntakhab,ed.Dunlop,p.101,l.2160–65;EnglishtranslationinSecundus,ed.

Perry,p.20n.29.
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pendiumdirectlybasedontheṢiwān al-ḥikma-tradition,whichheprobably
composedinthesecondhalfofthe13thcentury.80

AfurtherwitnessfortheArabicVSisfoundinIbnHindū’s(died1019/1029)
comprehensiveanthology al-Kalim al-ruhāniyya fī l-ḥikam al-yūnāniyya (The 
Spiritual Sayings, Greek Maxims), which contains hundreds of maxims of
Greek thinkers.81 In this collection we also read, under the lemma “Maxims
ofSecundustheSilent”,aboutSecundus’encounterwithHadrian,followedby
aselectionof17ofthequestionsandanswerswhichIbnHindūobviouslyhad
athisdisposal. Incomparing these 17entrieswith thoseof theParismanu-
scriptprintedinPerry’sedition,oneimmediatelynoticessomeconspicuous
features.First,theversionofIbnHindūaffordsanswerswhichareindeedtobe
foundintheGreektraditionbutnot intheversionof theParismanuscript.
Furthermore, the type and sequence of the questions do not fully coincide,
anddifferencesinwordingcanbedetectedaswell.82Sincethecompilersof
Arabic collections generally reproduced the text almost verbatim,83 we can
inferthatIbnHindūuncoverspartsofanArabictranslationbasedonanoth-
erwisenon-extantGreekexemplar.Howthisversionrelatestothatpreserved
inthecodex Paris BN 150,ortotheaforementionedextractfromtheMuntaḫab 
Ṣiwān al-ḥikma,however,isimpossibletoascertain.84

The early Arabic works on alchemy are based to a great extent on Greek
sources.Accordingly,manytreatisesonthistopicwereascribedtoGreekthink-

80 SeeE.Cottrell,“Šamsal-Dīnal-Šahrazūrī”,pp.227–28.ThetextcanbefoundinNuzhatu’l-
arwāh wa Rawdatu’l afrāh fī Tārīkhi’l Hukama by Shamsuddin Muḥammad Bin Mahmood 
al-Shahrazūri,ed.byS.Kh.Aḥmed,vol.II,Hyderabad1976,pp.307–08.

81 SeethetextinIbn Hindū,ed.Ḫalīfāt,pp.442.7–446.5;anEnglishtranslationisofferedin
Secundus,ed.Perry,pp.157–60.OnIbnHindū’slifeseeFerrari,“EinBrückenschlag”.

82 FortheadditionalanswersinIbnHindūseeSecundus,ed.Perry,pp.158–59.InIbnHindū,
Hadrian’s questions are about the friend (Ibn Hindū, ed. Ḫalīfāt, p. 445.3), in the Paris
codexabout friendship(Secundus,ed.Perry,App. III,p.44.7). In IbnHindū,questions
aboutGodandthecosmosorwealthandbeautyareaskedinadifferentorderfromthat
of the Paris codex (Ibn Hindū, ed. Ḫalīfāt, pp. 443.2–4; 445.5–7; Secundus, ed. Perry,
App.III,pp.27.2–28.8;43.4–9,44.2–6).InIbnHindū,oldageistranslatedwithharamun
(Ibn Hindū,ed.Ḫalīfāt,p.446.1),inthePariscodexwithšayḫūḫatun(Secundus,ed.Perry,
App.III,p.48.1).

83 SeeOverwien,“DieSprüche”,p.173.
84 B.E.Perry(Secundus,ed.Perry,p.160n.74)assumesthattheversionsfromIbnHindūand

fromtheMuntaḫab Ṣiwān al-ḥikmagobacktothesameexemplar,sincetheyhavecertain
passagesincommon.However,thesituationappearsmuchmorecomplicatedthanPerry
wouldhaveusbelieve.IntheMuntaḫab,questionsarenotaskedaboutthefriend,buton
thetruemeaningoffriendship(The Muntakhab,ed.Dunlop,p.94,l.1997).Additionally,
boththeanswersandthedescriptionoftheHadrianscenedonotmatchinallrespects.
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ers,amongwhomSecundus,remarkably,isoccasionallyfound.85Secundusis
mentionedinIbnan-Nadīm’s(died995/998)Kitāb al-Fihrist (The Catalogue) as
anauthorofalchemicaltreatises,oneofwhichisaddressedtotheEmperor
Hadrian.Obviously,onlythescenewithHadrianwasretained,yettheplotwas
reshapedinordertofitthescientifictopic.86AfurtherworkofSecundus“On 
Dreams in the Art (of Alchemy)” is also mentioned in the Kitāb al-Fihrist.To
whatdegreeitisidenticaltoaRisāla(Letter),alsoascribedtoSecundus,which
is cited by multiple authors in various manuscripts, remains to be seen.87
Finally, it should be noted that the name of Secundus is found in a list of
alchemicalauthorswhichtheUmayyadCaliphḪālidibnYazīdibnMuʿāwiya
(died683)issaidtohaveauthored.88Itishoweverunclearastowhetherthis
listisaforgery.

EvenifSecundusstillplayedaminorroleasanauthorofalchemicaltrea-
tisescomparedtootherGreekphilosophers,hispresencealoneinthisfield,
alongsidepersonssuchasSocratesorPlato,demonstratesatleastthathewas
so well-known as to be deemed worthy of spreading wisdom of this sort.
WhetherwearedealingherewithaLateAntiqueGreekorNearEasterndevel-
opment,though,stillsneedsclarification.89

D From Pagan Philosopher to Christian Saint

ThisoverviewhashopefullydemonstratedthatSecundus’afterlifeinAntiquity,
LateAntiquityandintheNearEasternMiddleAges,encompassedquitediffer-
entkindsofliterature:translation,hagiography,historiography,gnomologies
and alchemy. One aspect however stands out, since it is discernable in all
epochs, and constitutes, as it were, a specific feature of the VS reception.
Althoughtheworkisfullyaworkofthepaganworldandentirelydevoidof

85 See Endress, “Die wissenschaftliche Literatur”, Bd. III, pp. 143–47. On Secundus as an
alchemist,seeUllmann,Die Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften,pp.164–65.

86 TextinIbn an-Nadīm,ed.Flügel,p.353.25;354.19–20.SeeUllmann,Die Natur- und Geheim-
wissenschaften,pp.164–65.

87 SeeIbn an-Nadīm,ed.Flügel,p.354.27;cf.Ullmann,Die Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften,
p.165.

88 See Ruska, “Chālid ibn Jazīd”, nr. 61. Ḫālid ibnYazīd himself is often mentioned as an
authorofalchemicaltreatises.SeeSezgin,Geschichte,Bd.4,pp.120–26.

89 NothingfurthershallbesaidhereofPerry’s(Secundus,ed.Perry,p.1n.1)hypothesisthat
theVSalsoinfluencedasingletaleofthe1001 Nights.AlreadyCerulli,“Review”,pp.218–19,
notedthattheparallelscitedarewidespreadtopoi,whichinnowaynecessitateadirect
dependence.SeeaswellGallo,“Frammento”,p.404.
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Christianelements,itstillfoundgreatappealinaChristiancontext,albeitina
muchreducedform.Asamatteroffact,onlyafewelementsofitsmulti-fac-
eted literary refinement and quite multiform philosophical doctrine were
retained,namelytheonesthatcouldbeeasilyreinterpretedorreappliedina
newChristiancontext.Theseelementsinclude,aboveall,Secundus’conduct
towardwomen,whichwascompatiblewiththeidealsofChristianasceticism
andself-control,aswellashissteadfastnessinthefaceofsecularortyrannical
power,whichmirroredthebehaviorofChristianmartyrs. Inbothcases, the
herowastemptedandyetwasabletoresistandremaintruetohis‘doctrine’.
Whenreducedtotheseelements,theVScouldeasilyfunctionasamodelfor
saints’livesandaccountsofthesufferingsofChristianmartyrs,andthusasan
exampleforChristianconduct,intheWestaswellastheEast.90

Thesameclaimcanalsobemade,inaway,forthegnomologicalcollections.
While the aforementioned Greek and Arabic collections do not display any
tracesofadecidedlyChristianinfluencedreworkingintheirpresentationof
theVS,thislacunawasfilledbysomeChristianauthors.Thus,questionsofa
genuinelyChristiantheologicalnaturehavesurvivedintheArabicaswellas
Ethiopic tradition. And even though their origin is at present unclear, they
similarly substantiate Secundus’ transformation into a model of Christian
behavior.91

Itmust,however,beemphasizedthatthepictureofSecundussketchedhere
is,andhastoremain,apreliminaryone. Itwillbeapressingtaskfor future
scholarshiptocloselyanalyseall(!)thesurvivingtextualwitnesses,attempting
firsttoworkouthowmanyversionsoftheVSdoexist,howtheyrelatetoone
another,andwhetheritispossibletofilteroutanUrtext.Suchanexamination
alone,laboriousthoughtitmaybe,wouldallowfornewinsightsonthework.
Asystematicscreeningof theNearEasternsources for furtherreferences to
Secunduswouldbe justas fruitful. Itwouldnotseemfar-fetchedtoassume
thatmanyotherGreek,LatinandSyriansaints’liveswerebasedonthemodel
oftheVS.Inthisway,morenewevidenceforSecundus’afterlifewillcometo
light, thus aiding us in rightly evaluating the impact the VS once had in
Antiquityandinthe(NearEastern)MiddleAges.

90 IntheEthiopicversionoftheVS,thepolarizationofpaganphilosophervsChristiansaint
wasevenremoved,sinceonecanreadatthebeginningthatSecundus’parentsconverted
toChristianity.SeeSecundi Philosophi Taciturni Vita ac Sententiae sec. codicem Aethiopi-
cum…instr.J.Bachmann,Berlin1887,p.71:iique cognoverant Christum.

91 SeeDashian,“DasLeben”,p.16.
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Post-scriptum:AsDr.U.Pietruschkatoldme,theorientalversionsoftheVita Secundi
havebeeneditedandtranslatedintoGermanbyM.Heide,Secundus Taciturnus. Die 
arabischen, äthiopischen und syrischen Textzeugen einer didaktischen Novelle aus der 
römischen Kaiserzeit(ÄthiopistischeForschungen,81),Wiesbaden2014.Unfortunately,
itwasnolongerpossibletotakethiseditionintoaccout.
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Chapter14

Fighting with Tales: 1 The Arabic Book of Sindbad 
the Philosopher

Bettina Krönung

1 The Eastern Origin  

The Book of Sindbad the Philosopher (henceforthBSP),alsoknownunderthe
titleofThe Seven Viziers,tellsthestoryofaprincewhoisledbyhisteacher’s
astronomicalcalculationsintokeepingaseven-dayoathofsilence.Boundby
hispromisetodoso,theprincecannotdefendhimselfwhenfalseaccusations
ofrapearemadeagainsthimbyoneoftheking’swives,andwhen,asaresult,
hisfathersentenceshimtodeath.Theking’ssevenviziersknowthattheking
willlaterregrethisrashjudgementontheprince,andsotheyusetheirstory-
tellingskillstochangetheirmaster’smind.Inthecourseoftheensuingweek,
onewisemanadaytellsoneortwostoriesinordertopersuadethekingboth
of thewilinessofhiswife,andof the innocenceofhisson.Meanwhile, the
king’swifetriestoreversetheeffectofthesecounselsbyrespondingwithdaily
storiesofherown.Whenthetimeoftheprince’ssilencepasses,hespeaksat
last,andconvinceshis fatherofhis innocence,whilethewifeconfessesher
guilt.

This,inbrief,isthemainstorylineasfoundinnumerousearlyversionsof
the BSP.What is more, the overarching frame-story includes several further
featuresthatallearlyversionsshare,suchastheopeningmotifofachildless
kingwhoseprayersforasonarerealised,butataprice:thekingalsoreceivesa
prophesy that his heir is destined to undergo a life-threatening danger (the
Command of Seven-day Silence). Subsequently, the king’s son is tutored for
many years, but without learning anything. Eventually, Sindbad the Wise
enters into a contract with the king whereby Sindbad commits himself to
teaching the prince within six months everything that the young man has
failed to learn across his many preceding years of schooling. Sindbad then
keepshispromise.Ingoodtime,heequipstheprincewiththekindofknowl-
edgethatshouldmakehimthewisestinhisfather’skingdom.However,onlya
daybeforetheprince’seducationcomestoanend,Sindbadmakeshisstudent
promisetokeepsilenceforsevendays.

© KoninklijkeBrillNV,Leiden,2016 | doi10.1163/9789004307728_016
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2 The Versions of the Eastern Group of the BSP

G: TheByzantineSyntipas ofMichaelAndreopoulos
Syr: TheSyriacSindban
P1:  ThePersianSindbād-nāmaofaz-Zahīrīas-Samarqandī
P2:  An anonymousPersianversifiedversionoftheSindbād-Nāma
P3: ThePersian Sindbād-nāmaintheeigth nightofNachshabis

Tutinameh 
A: TheArabicbookofThe Seven ViziersintheMS2743oftheŞehidAli

PaşaLibraryIstanbul
A1001: LaterArabicversionsofThe Seven Viziers,includedintheOne 

Thousand and One Nightsortransmittedasself-standingtexts
A101: TheArabicversionofThe Seven ViziersintheOne Hundred and One 

Nights
Sp: TheOldSpanishLibro de los Enganos 
H: TheHebrewMischlèSandabar 

WhenconsideringthequestionoftheoriginsofthisSindbadmaterial,adis-
tinctionmustbedrawnbetweenwhatwecanlearnfromthetextsthathappen
tohavesurvived,andwhatknowledgeabouttheiroriginwecanderivefrom
secondarysources.Amongthesurvivingtextswefindagroupoffairlydiverse
versionsandredactionsthatcanbetracedmoreorlessdirectlytotheoriginal
stockmaterialoftheSindbad-Story,thoughwithoutnecessarilyincludingthe
originaltextofthebook.Thesetextsaresometimesreferredtoasthe‘Eastern’
or‘Orientalgroup’onaccountoftheIndian,orratherthePersian-Arabicorigin
oftheirsourcematerial.1Derivedfromthisgrouparealllaterversionswritten
in various languages of the western Middle Ages, such as, for example, The 
Seven Sages of Romeorthe Dolopathos.Sincetheseformadistinctgroupthatis
significantlydifferentfromtheversionsoftheEasterngroup,modernscholar-
shipdescribesthemwithacollectiveterm,the‘Westerngroup’.2

TotheEasterngroupbelongs,firstofall,theByzantineSyntipas (G),3which,
accordingtoitsprologue,wastranslatedfromSyriacintoGreekinthelate11th
centurybyMichaelAndreopoulos.TheSyriacsourceoftheByzantinetransla-
tionhasbeenpreservedbyindirecttransmissionina16th-centuryfragmentary

1 S.Comparetti,Researches,p.1;Perry,“Origin”,p.58;Belcher,“Diffusion”,p.34;Ott,”Sieben
weiseMeister”,col.1837;DeBlois,“Sindbād”,p.723.

2 Forfurthersecondaryliteratureontheversionsoftheso-calledWesternGroup,see:Runte,
The Seven Sages;Lundt,“SiebenweiseMeister”,pp.656–60; Marzolph,“Sindbâd”,p.704;
Mallette,“SevenSages“;Foehr-Janssens,“DeJérusalemàRome”.

3 OnByzantineSyntipas,seethechapterbyI.Tothinthisvolume.
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manuscript.4OnthebasisofhiscollationoftheextantGreekandSyriactexts,
NöldekeobservedthatAndreopoulos’sversionrepresentedafaithfultransla-
tionofitsSyriacexemplar,althoughitisnotword-for-word.Thoughitsurvives
incomplete, the extant Syriac manuscript is highly likely to have followed
closelytheverysameexemplar.5SincethedirectArabicorPersiansourceof
theSyriactexthasnotsurvived,Andreopoulos’stranslationrepresentstheold-
est fully-preservedversionwehaveof the BSP.Beside theSyriacandGreek,
therealsosurviveaPersianproseversion,datingbackto1160,entitledSindbād-
nāma by az-Zahīrīas-Samarqandī(P1),anda14th-centuryPersianredactionin
verse, perhaps stemming from the 12th-century tradition (P2).There is, fur-
thermore,afragmentaryPersianrecension,alsopresumablyderivedfromP1, 
and transmitted intheEighth NightofNachshabisTutinameh(P3).6Inaddi-
tiontothese,theresurvivevariousArabicversions,aswellasthosethatstem
fromoneoranotherearlyArabicversion.Withinthisgroup,theArabicversion
foundinMS2743fromtheŞehidAliPaşaLibraryinIstanbul(A),datedto1533,
representsoneofthemostancienttexts,althoughprobablynottheoldest,as
Perrysuggesteditwas.7TheOldSpanishversion,entitledLibro de los Enganos
(Sp),anddatedto1253,stemsdirectlyfromanArabicsource,whichinitsmain
features is strikingly similar to A.8The Hebrew Mischlè Sandabar (H), most
probablyfromthefirsthalfofthe13thcenturytoo,alsohasanArabictextasits
source.9Moreover,entirestories fromthe laterrevisedArabicversionswere

4 Sindban oder die Sieben Weisen Meister, ed.andGermantrans.F.Baethgen,Leipzig1879.The
Syriacversionshouldbedatedbetweenthe9thandthe11thcenturies.Theformerdateis
basedonthementionofanearlier[Arabic]versionbyMousosinG(seethecontributionof
I.Toth,n.33,onMousossee,belowp.370)andthelatterontheemergenceofG.

5 Nöldeke,“Review”,p.513.ForfurtherconsiderationsontherelationshipofGandtheextant
Syriactexttotheirpresumedcommon,Syriacsource,seeI.Tothinthisvolume,pp.394–95.
withn.45.

6 P1:az-Zahīrīas-Samarqandī,Sindbād-nāma,ed.Ateş;Frenchtrans.Bogdanović,Le livre.
P2:Englishtrans.W.A.Clouston,The Book of Sindibad,London1884,alsoaccessibleonline:
<http://rbedrosian.com/Tales/Clouston_Sindibad.pdf>.P3:Ed.H.Brockhaus,Nachschabi’s 
Sieben Weisen Meister, Persisch und Deutsch,Leipzig1848.ForthePersianversionsandtheir
mutualrelationship,seePerry,Origin,p.38,n.76andpp.63–64.

7 Ed.Ateş,Sindbād-nāma,pp.348–88.Onthismanuscriptanditsplaceinthetransmission
historyoftheBSPsee:Perry,“Origin”,pp.61–62,andbelow,n.29.However,Perrywasnotaware
oftheBSPfromOne Hundred and One Nights,which,thecurrentcontributionargues,isthe
mostancientextantArabicversion;seebelow,section4.

8 Ed.D.Comparetti,Milano1882,pp.73–114(Engl.trans.pp.117–64),andJ.E.Keller,Libro de los 
Enganos,ChapelHill1953.SeePerry,“Origin”,p.62

9 M.Epstein,Tales of Sendebar: An Edition and Translation of the Hebrew Version of the Seven 
Sages, Based on Unpublished Manuscripts,Philadelphia1967.
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integrated into the One Thousand and One Nights under the title The Seven 
Viziersorweretransmittedindependently(allofthesearesummarisedinthe
followingsectionunderthesiglumofA1001).10AfurtherversionoftheBSP,
transmitted separately from all the other known Arabic recensions, can be
foundaspartofthecollectionofstoriesOne Hundred and One Nights (A101).11

3 The BSP: Origin and Textual Transmission 

Many early Arabic and Persian authors testify to the BSP’s being of either
IndianorPersianorigin.Thehistoriansal-Ya’qūbī(9thcentury)andal-Mas‘ūdī
(10thcentury)argueinfavourofanIndianprovenance,whileḤamzaal-Iṣfahānī
(d.961)advocatesaPersianoriginfortheSindbad-material.Ibnan-Nadīmin
hisFihrist(composedca.988),wasalreadypointingoutinconsistencyofopin-
ionamongthescholarsofhistimeastowhethertheBSPcamefromIndiaor
Persia.Hehimself,however,speaksinfavourofanIndianorigin.12Thecontro-
versyregardingtheoriginoftheSindbad-materialhasbeenascontentiousin
moderntimesasitwasinthe11thcentury.TheinfluentialOrientalistTheodore
Benfey(1809–1881),forexample,togetherwithmanyscholarsfollowinginhis
footsteps,arguedearlyonfortheIndianoriginoftheBSP.13Thisargumentwas
basedonnumerousinvestigationsoftheparallelsbetweentheBSPontheone
hand, and various texts written in Sanskrit and Buddhistic sources on the
other, although this did not lead to any identification of a complete Indian
prototype.

Benfey’s ‘Indian theory’ was for the first time challenged by Ben Edwin
Perry,whowasabletoproduceseveralconclusiveargumentsforthePersian

10 1001 nigths,ed.Bulaq1836,III,pp.75–124;trans.M.Habicht,Breslau1840,XV,pp.102–72,
BurtonVI,pp.122f.(accordingtoComparetti,Researches,p.7;Perry,“Origin”,p.62);1001 
nights(CalcuttaII),Germantrans.byE.Littmann,vol.IV,Wiesbaden1953,pp.259–368.
TransmittedindependentlyinaBengalesemanuscript,translatedbyJ.Scott,Tales,Anec-
dotes, and Letters,Shrewsbury1800(repr.inClouston,The Book of Sindibad,London1848),
see,alsoBelcher,“Diffusion”,p.35,n.4h.AfurthertwofragmentaryandlaterArabicman-
uscripts,nowinParis,havebeeneditedbyBasset,“DeuxManuscripts”.

11 Formoreonthisversion,seebelow,section4.
12 OnthesesourcesandtheinformationtheyprovideontheoriginoftheBSP,seeNöldeke

“Review”,p.521;Perry, “Origin”,pp.2–6, 18–19and27–28;Belcher, “Diffusion”,p.36;De
Blois,“Sindbād”,p.723.

13 AgreatdealofsecondaryliteratureontheproponentsofthetheoryoftheIndianorigin
of the BSP can be found in Perry, “Origin”, pp. 37–55; Belcher, “Diffusion”, pp. 37–39,
n.18–24,seealsoUpadhyaya,“IndicBackground”.
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originoftheBSP.14Inhisessay,Perryrightlyqueriedthetrustworthinessofthe
evidenceforanIndianprovenanceputforwardbyArabicandPersianhistori-
ans, as well as by Ibn an-Nadīm.15 Above all, he demonstrated how diverse
Hellenisticmaterial,afterinitiallybeingdisseminatedinMiddlePersianlitera-
ture, was subsequently integrated in one form or another into the BSP. In
additiontopointingouttheobviousparallelswiththeBiblicalstoryofJoseph
and Potiphar’sWife, Perry discussed close similarities between the BSP and
boththeGreekLife of Secundusthe Silent PhilosopherandThe book of Šimās.
Thelatter,knownmainlyfromitspresenceinOne Thousand and One Nights,
probablygoesbacktotheSyriacversionoftheBook of Ahiqar.16Belcherlater
supported Perry’s theory with further examples from Persian literature.
DiscussingtheevolutionoftheBSP,heattributedthegreatestsignificanceto
oraltransmission.17

Inadditiontobeingsupportedbyalltheargumentslistedabove,themiddle
PersianoriginoftheBSPcanbegaugedfromadditionalinformationfoundin
theversionsP1andG.Thus, in theprologuetohisSindbād-nāma,az-Zahīrī
statesthattheBSPwasoriginallycomposedinPehlevi(middlePersian),and
thatitwastranslatedintoPersian(thatis,Dari)in950/51.18InthePrologueof
theByzantineSyntipasthereisamentionofaPersianMousos,whocomposed
theoriginalstoryofBSP.19AlthoughthisisnotexplicitlystatedinthePrologue,
thereissubstantialevidencetosuggestthatanArabicversionoftheBSPwasa
directsourcefortheSyriactext,whichinturnoriginatedfromamiddlePersian
exemplar.Cluesthatthismayhavebeenthecasecanbefoundinnumerous
ArabismsthatoccurintheSyriactext,20aswellasinreferencestotheBSPin
the10th-centurycatalogueofArabicliteraryworks,Fihrist,byIbnan-Nadīm,
who listsa longandashortversionof thebook,anda furtherversifiedBSP

14 Perry,“Origin”.
15 ForPerry’sargumentation,seeibid.,pp.2–6and18–20.
16 Fortheparallels,seeibid.,pp.8–27,29–31,51,68and88–89.OnVita Secundi,seethecon-

tributionbyO.Overwieninthisvolumepp.338–64.
17 Belcher,“Diffusion”,pp.41–47.AlreadyComparetti,inResearches,p.2attributesthecen-

tralroletooralityconcerningBSP.OnoralityseealsothecontributionsbyC.Cupaneand
P.Roilosinthisvolumepp.479–94and463–78respectively.

18 Az-Zahīrī,Sindbād-nāma,trans.Bogdanović,p.24.Onthispassage,seealsobelow,n.27.
19 OntheprologueoftheByzantineSyntipasseethecontributionbyITothinthisvolume,

pp.383–84.
20 Nöldeke,“Review”,pp.551–17.
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pennedbytheArabicpoetAbānal-Lāḥiqī(d.815).21Allofthisindicatesthat
theSindbad-materialwasknowninArabicliteratureatthelatestbythe9th,
though very probably already in the 8th century. Moreover, Ibn an-Nadīm
transmitsthenameofthePersianscholarMūsāb.‘Īsāal-Kisrawī(d.874/875),
oneoftheleadingtranslatorsfromPersianintoArabic,whohasbeenunani-
mously identified in modern scholarship as Mousos from Andreopoulos’s
Preface.22Onthebasisofthisevidence,itispossibletoassertthatalreadyin
the6th–7thcenturiesthereexistedamiddlePersianBSP,23fromwhichvarious
translations and renditions stemmed, such as the Arabic versions by Abān
al-Lāḥiqī and Mūsā b. ‘Īsā al-Kisrawī,and the Persian version mentionedby
az-Zahīrī,theseinturnservingasmodelsfromwhichlaterversionsdeveloped.
However, it is notunreasonablealso toassume that the lostmiddle Persian
sourcemayhavebeeninfluencedbysimilarIndiannarrativematerial.Infact,
thiskindoffusionfitsneatlyintotheculturalcontextofSassanidPersia,which
isknowntohavebeenameltingpotofboth IndianandHellenistic literary
material.Thesamecontextgaverisetothewell-knownKalīla wa-Dimnafrom
thepenofthePersiandoctorBurzoe–thetexttowhichanIndianprovenance
wasattributed,andatwhosecoreanIndiannarrative,namely,Pañcatantra,
canbefound.24

4 Early Versions of the BSP and Their Mutual Relationship 

In his seminal study of the BSP, Perry elucidated the relationships between
various extant and attested versions of the Eastern group of this narrative.
Perry’s diagram, which has never been seriously questioned, is outlined in
Figure14.1.25

21 ForthecorrespondingpassagesinFihristbyIbnan-Nadīm(withbibliography),seeabove,
n.12.

22 OnMūsāb.‘Īsāal-KisrawīasapossibleauthoroftheArabicBSP,seePerry,“Origin”,pp.3
and32–34;Belcher,“Diffusion”,p.36;Maltese,Il libro,p.10.

23 TheBSPmusthaveinanycasebeencomposedaftertheappearanceofthemiddlePersian
prototypeofthek.Kalīla wa-Dimna,fromwhichitderivesentirestories(thusafter578,
theyearofdeathofChosrauAnuschirwan;onthedatingofthemiddlePersiansourceof
theArabick.Kalīla wa-Dimna, see, in thisvolumethechapterbyB.Krönung).Onthe
evidenceforthedatingofthemiddlePersiansourcetothe6th–7thcenturies,seePerry,
“Origin”,pp.92–94;DeBlois,“Sindbād”,p.724.

24 OnthecloserelationshipbetweenKalīla wa-Dimnaandthe Book of Sindbad,seePerry,
“Origin”,pp.3–6,19–20and90–92.OnPañcatantra asasourceforKalīla wa-Dimnasee,
thechapterbyB.Könunginthisvolumepp.427–60.

25 ThetableistakenfromPerry,“Origin”,p.64.
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Perry’s findingsas represented inhischart result fromhisanalysisof the
relationshipbetweenvariousversionsoftheBSPonthebasisofacollationof
theirmainframe-stories,ratherthanofthesub-storiesfoundinthecorenar-
rativeoftheBook.26Fromthis,Perryhasdrawntheconclusionthatthemiddle
PersianarchetypegeneratedtwomainstrandsoftransmissionoftheBSP:one
represented by the Syriac/Greek tradition, which can be traced back to the
ArabictranslationofthemiddlePersiantextbyMūsāb.‘Īsāal-Kisrawī,andthe
other,attestedbyP1–P3 (or Z/SNaccordingtoPerry),thatislinkedtothemid-
dle Persian source through a now-lost version originally written in Persian
(Dari-).However,DeBloishasrightlypointedoutthataz-Zahīrīdidnotmen-
tioninhisdiscussionofthemiddlePersianoriginsoftheBSPwhetherhehad
indeed translated his Sindbād-nāma from Persian.27 It is therefore possible
thataz-Zahīrībasedhistextonone,orseveral,Arabicversionsthatmighthave
beenreadilyavailabletohim.Inthisway,az-Zahīrī’stextmightbeseenasa

26 Ibid.,pp.66–84.
27 DeBlois,“Sindbād”,p.723.Onaz-Zahīrīspassage,seeabovenote18.

Figure14.1 BookofSindbad diagram. Illustration taken from Perry, B.E., “The 
Origin of the Book of Sindbad”, Fabula 3 (1959), 1–94: p. 64, original note 
under diagram: oAssuming, what is uncertain, that Abān al-Lāḥiqī 
(d. 815) made an Arabic version based either directly or indirectly upon 
the Pahlavi, it is quite possible that his version, rather than Mūsā’s, 
which would be later, was the principal source of the Rifacimento.
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further representative of the revision that Perry has defined as Arabic 
Rifacimento.PerryusesthisterminreferencetoagroupofArabicversionsthat
includesSp and H,onthegroundsthat theyrepresentsubsequentdirector
indirectreworkingseitherofMusas’sorAbānal-Lāḥiqīs’sArabictranslations
frommiddlePersian.Perry’scollationhasalsoshownthatAandSpinsome
senserepresentthelinkbetweenG/SyrandlaterrepresentativesoftheArabic 
Rifacimento(suchasthosefoundintheOne Thousand and One Nights),and
that they thus represent more reliable witnesses of the Arabic Rifacimento
thanotheravailabletextsinthisgroup.28

5 The Place of the BSP in the One Hundred and One Nights 

AnotherearlyversionoftheBSPcanbefoundinthecollectionofstoriesinthe
One Hundred and One NightsunderthetitleThe Story of the King’s Son and of 
the Seven Viziers (hereafter The Seven Viziers).This source has so far mostly
beenignoredinmodernscholarshipconcerningtheBSP.29Onthebasisofsev-
eral samples of textual evidence, the present chapter will argue that this
collection preserves one of the oldest versions of the BSP, and that it must
thereforebetakenintoconsiderationinanyfutureinvestigationofthehistory
ofthetextualtransmissionofSindbadmaterial.

Unlikeitsworld-widefamous‘oldersister’,30theThousand and One Nights,
thecollectionofstoriesthatisknowntodayastheOne Hundred and One Nights
(hereaftertheOHON)longhadonlyashadowyexistenceoutsidethecanonof
Arabicliterature,andremained,therefore,almostentirelyunnoticedinschol-
arship.31Thischanged,however,whenaremarkableancientmanuscriptfrom
theAgaKhanTrustforCulture(no.00513),databletothefirsthalfofthe13th
century,wasdiscoveredin2010,andwastranslatedbytheArabistClaudiaOtt
intoGerman.32AlthoughtheOHONusesthesamenarrativedeviceasitsmore
elaborate counterpart, namely story-telling as the means of averting death,
alsoknownasthe‘ransommotif ’,33itnonethelessincorporatesitssubordinate

28 OntheproximityofA/SpandSyr/G,seePerry,“Origin”,pp.61–62.See,alsothetableinthe
appendix.

29 Thisisalsomadeevidentbythefact,thatthisversiondoesnotappearinPerry’sdiagram.
30 AsdescribedbyOtt,101 Nacht,pp.245and252.
31 IntheearlyArabicbookcatalogues,suchasFihristby Ibnan-Nadīm,theOHONisnot

mentioned.Seeibid.,p.245;Marzolph/Chraïbi,“Hundred”,pp.303–04.
32 OntheMSoftheAgaKhanTrustforCultureandontheother,latermanuscriptsofthe

OHON,seebelownotes42and43.
33 S.Marzolph,“RansomMotiv”,pp.687–88.
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narrative units into a distinctly different frame-story, whose origin can be
tracedinIndianliterature.34Moreover,onlytwoofitseighteenstoriescanalso
befoundintheOne Thousand and One Nights:theEbony HorseandtheSeven 
Viziers.35Asfarasthestoryofthe Seven Viziers isconcerned, it issosignifi-
cantly dissimilar in the two collections that the existence of two distinct
versionsofthesamestorycansafelybeassumed.Thisfeaturealonesuggests
that the twocollectionsmusthavebeentransmitted independentlyofeach
other. This notion is further reinforced by the fact that no evidence of the
transmissionoftheOHON,asitsurvivestoday,canbetracedtotheeasternpart
of the Islamic world. Unlike the One Thousand and One Nights, which was
widelyspreadthroughouttheeast,theOHONseemstohavebeenconfinedto
the‘OccidentofOrient’,toNorthernAfricaandAndalusia.36Notonlyareall
survivingmanuscriptsoftheOHONofMaghrebianorAndalusianorigin,37but
theircontenttooindicatesthattheOHONwaswrittenwithinthisgeographical
context.38ThetaskoftracingtheoriginoftheOHONismadeparticularlydif-
ficultbyacompletesilenceonthematterinthesources,aswellasthelackof
anysecurecluesastowhatdatetoascribetotheemergenceofthiscollection.
However,itispossibletosuggestthattheversionthatsurvivestodaywasput
togetheraroundtheyear900.39Agreatdealmorecouldbesaidinsupportof
ClaudiaOtt’sclaimthattheIndianframe-storyoftheOHONhadalreadybeen
translated into Middle Persian in pre-Islamic times, and then circa 800 into
Arabic,presumablyinanalready-amplifiedform.40Suchaprocessofcompil-
ing stories finds its closest parallels in the formation history of other frame
storiesthatoriginatedinamiddle-Persiancontext,bythismeansalsoreceiv-
ing an Indian influence (e.g. k. Kalīla wa-Dimna, k. Bilawhar wa-Būḏāsf, One 
Thousand and One Nights).41Aboveall,thiskindofevolutionisverysimilarto
thedevelopmentoftheBSP itself,asoutlineditthesectionabove.However,
thequestionofhowtheOHONcrossedfromtheeastoftheMuslimworldover
toAndalusiamustforthetimebeingremainopen.

The discovery made in 2010 of the Aga Khan manuscript, and the subse-
quent translation of it by Claudia Ott, may allow for new insights into the
historyofthetransmissionoftheBSP.Thevalueofthisevidencecomesfrom

34 Marzolph/Chraïbi,“Hundred”,pp.305–06;Ott(trans.),101 Nacht,pp.246–47,250.
35 Ibid.,pp.250–51.
36 Ibid., pp.242–45.
37 Onthemanuscripts,seebelownote43.
38 Onthearguments,seeMarzolph/Chraïbi,“Hundred”,p.303; Ott(trans.),101 Nacht, p.246.
39 loc.cit.
40 Ott,101 Nacht,pp.246–47.
41 SeethecontributionsbyR.Volk,C.OttandB.Krönunginthisvolume.
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the remarkable antiquity of the manuscript, which has been dated to 1234,
thoughitmusthavebeencopiedfromanoldercollectionstill.42Beforethis
discovery was made,onlymuch latermanuscriptshad beenknown.43 Ifwe
focussolelyontheStory of the Seven Viziersfromthiscollection,itisclearthat
the Aga Khan manuscriptpreserves the oldest recensionof the narrative in
A101,whereasthelatermanuscriptspresumablytransmitamuch-revisedver-
sionofthisstory.

Onthebasisofthe19storiesthatmakeupthecoreoftheBSP,itispossible
tooffersignificantobservationsabouttheplaceoftheOHONinthehistoryof
thetransmissionoftheBSP.Alreadyacursoryglanceatthetableappendedto
thepresentchaptershowsastrikingclosenessbetweenG/Syr,A,SpandA101,
whiletheorderofstoriesinA1001,inH,andaboveallinP1 ofthisgroup,sig-
nificantlydeviatesineachoftheseversions.44Thissuggeststhatthecoreof
A101,togetherwithSyr/G,A,andSp,findsitselfveryclosetotheMiddlePersian
original.Similarities inthearrangementofthestories inP1andHshowthe
closenessofthesetwoversions.ThishasleadPerrytoconcludethat,inaddi-
tion to a Persian exemplar, P1 used a source very closely related to H that
belongedtothetraditionoftheArabic Rifacimento.45

CertainoverlapscanalsobeobservedbetweenP1andA101.Forexample,in
A101,SindbadtellsthestoryofTheElephant Keeper46 inordertoillustratethe
impactthatasuccessfullydeliveredlecturecouldhave.Thisepisodeisfound
outsidethecoreofthenineteenstories, justbeforethesectionthatdescribes
Sindbadmakingacontractwiththeking.Thisstory,astoldbySindbad,fea-
turesinsolelyoneotherversionofBSP,namelyinP1.Herewefindit inthe
opening section of the book, immediately after another two interpolated
tales.47 What is striking about this arrangement is that the different manu-
scripts of A101 clearly deviate from one another in how they present the
passage preceding the Elephant Keeper, whereas P1 plainly preserves the

42 Onthemanuscriptanditsdating,seeibid.,pp.252–56.See,alsoMarzolph/Chraïbi,“Hun-
dred”,p.307.

43 Ofthese,onlythefollowingthreearedated:ParisMS3662,dated1190/1776(ed.Ṭaršūna),
theAlgerianManuscript,dated1257/1841(ed.Šuraybiṭ;unavailabletome)andtheTunis
manuscript04576,dated1268/1852.TheFrenchtranslationofGaudefroyisbasedonMS
Paris3660;seealsoMarzolph/Chraïbi,“Hundred”,pp.303–04.

44 ThetableshowsonlythestoriesthatfeatureinthecentralsectionoftheBSPthatthewise
menandtheking’swifetellduringtheprince’sseven-daysilence.

45 Perry,“Origin”,p.84.
46 101 Nacht,trans.Ott,pp.142–43;Cent et Une Nuits,trans.Gaudefroy,p.136.OntheIndian

originofthisstory,see:Comparetti,Researches,pp.29–30.
47 ZahirideSamarkand,Le Livre,trans.Bogdanović,pp.41–51.
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recensionfoundinthemorerecentgroupofmanuscriptsofA101.48Onlyin
thisgroupdoestheElephant Keeper precedetheepisodeabouttheselectionof
asuitabletutorfortheking’sson,which,remarkably,isentirelyabsentfrom
theAgaKahnmanuscript.Admittedly,someotherversionsofBSPalsofeature
theepisodeoftheselectionofatutor,49butafewelementsfoundonlyinA101
and P1 show that az-Zahīrī undoubtedly drew on A101, and moreover, in a
recension witnessedonlyinmuchlatermanuscripts:inboththeseversions,a
tutorisselectedonlyafterthekinghashandedoverhistwelve-year-oldsonto
ateacher,whotheninstructshimformanyyears(inP1:tenyears)invain(this
passagestillappearsinbothrecensionsofA101).50Yetonlyinthelaterrecen-
sionofA101andinP1doesthekingcongregate1000wisemeninordertofind
asuitabletutorforhissonafterthementionedlonglastingteachingwithout
success.51ThatP1expandsitssubsequentstorylinesonthebasisofanexem-
plarfromthelaterrecensionofA101canbeclearlygaugedfromthefollowing:
in A101, four out of the thousand assembled wise men are asked how they
would teach the prince. When they answer, Sindbad remarks that he has
alreadytaughttheprinceinthemannerthattheypropose,butwithoutany
success.52 In reply, the wise men harshly rebuke Sindbad, using proverbial
criticisms such as ‘words without deeds are like thunder without rain.’53To
this,SindbadrespondswiththestoryoftheElephant Keeperinordertoillus-
tratethatknowledgecancontrolthebodyonceithasseizedtheheart.54Only
nowdoeseveryoneacknowledgethewisdomofSindbad,whosubsequently
commitshimselftocompletingtheprince’seducationinsidesixmonths.55In
P1, on the other hand, seven out of the thousand wise men are selected

48 The passage features both in MS Paris 3660 (trans. Gaudefroy) and MS Paris 3662 (ed.
Ṭaršūna),althoughthesimilaritiesbetweenPandMSParis3660areespeciallyabundant
(see,below,n.49–52).

49 SoinA,A1001,Sp,andH,althoughallthesearesignificantlydifferentfromA101andP1.
InSyr/G,themotifoftheteachersselectioniscompletelymissing;onthispassageacross
differentversions,see:Perry,“Origin”,pp.68–70.

50 101 Nacht,trans.Ott,p.142;Cent et Une Nuits,trans.Gaudefroy,p.135;ZahirideSamarkand,
Le Livre,trans.Bogdanović,p.38.

51 Cent et Une Nuits, trans. Gaudefroy, p. 135; Zahiri de Samarkand, Le Livre, transl.
Bogdanović,p.39.InMSParis3662(ed.Ṭaršūna,p.232),thenumberofwisemenisnot
mentioned.

52 Cent et Une Nuits,trans.Gaudefroy,p.135;MSParis3662(ed.Ṭaršūna,p.233).
53 Thepassagefeaturingaccusationsandtheproverb‘wordswithoutdeedsarelikethun-

derswithoutrain’ismissingfromMSParis3662(ed.Ṭaršūna).Thisshowsaspecialprox-
imitybetweenMSParis3660(trans.Gaudefroy)andP1.

54 Cent et Une Nuits,trans.Gaudefroy,p.136.
55 Ibid.,pp.136–37.
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–presumablyindeliberateanticipationofthemotifofsevenwisementhat
features so prominently in the main storyline – among whom we also find
Sindbad,whoisthenextolledbytheothersasthewisestofthem.AfterSindbad
tellstwostoriestodemonstratehishumblenessinthefaceoftheirpraise,56he
iscommissionedtoteachtheprince.57AsSindbad’steaching,despiteitsgreat
duration,provesunsuccessful,heissummonedtoaccountforhimselftothe
king. In order to justify his failure, Sindbad tells the story of the Elephant 
Keeper.58Whenhethenremarks that thestarsare finally favourable for the
prince’seducationtobeasuccess,heismetwithscepticismfromthewisemen
whosay,inter alia,thateverypromise,ifnotkept,resembles‘acloudwithout
rain.’Regardlessofthisexpressionofdoubt,Sindbadisappointed,thistimeby
contract,tocarryouttheprince’seducationwithinsixmonths.Quiteclearly,
P1 adopts fromA101 thereferencetoSindbad’sfailedattempttoeducatethe
prince.Sindbad’sremark, foundinA101 (seenote50), inwhichheprobably
referstotheearlierunsuccessfulattemptattheeducationoftheprincefrom
the age of twelve, but there without explicitly naming the teacher, was
expandedinP1 intoareduplicatednarrativethread,concerningtheprince’s
failedinstruction,thatsitssomewhatuncomfortablywiththemainstoryline
oftheBSP.Thisnarrativeglitchisneverthelessleftunchanged,onlytobefol-
lowed by the Story of the Elephant Keeper, and the proverb ‘words without
deedsarelikethunderwithoutrain.’Wemustthereforeconsiderasuntenable
Perry’stheorythatthereduplicationofthemotifofunsuccessfulteaching,as
itoccursinP1,representstheresultofthemergeroftwoseparatetraditions:
theonethatdoesnotnametheteacherfoundonlyinSyr/G,thuspointingin
thedirectionofthelostmiddlePersiansource;andtheonethatattributesthe
failure to Sindbad stemming from a version of the Arabic Rifacimento (and
thereforepreservedinA,Sp,HandA1001).59Rather,itmustbeassumedthat
theeditorofalaterrecensionofA101amendedtheolderrecensionoftheAga
Khan manuscript in agreement with an available version of the Arabic 
Rifacimentothatcontainedthe gatheringof1000wisemen aswellasSindbad’s
mentionofapastfailureastheprince’steacher,withthisversionofA101being
usedassourcematerialforP1 byaz-Zahīrī.Thisevidenceclearlydemonstrates
theneedtore-examinethoroughlyPerry’sconjecturethatthecommonfea-
tures found in Syr/Gr and P1 must necessarily stem directly from Middle

56 ZahirideSamarkand,Le Livre,trans.Bogdanović,pp.40–43.
57 Ibid.,p.44.
58 Ibid.,pp.47–48.
59 Perry,“Origin”,p.72.
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Persian.60Andatanyrate,itallowsussafelytoassumethataz-Zahīrī’ssource
material, in addition to H, also included a version of A101 that had already
beenrevisedandadaptedfromaconsiderablysimplerformoftheAgaKhan
manuscript. Support for the primacy of the Aga-Khan manuscript over all
other recensions of A101 can also be found in the existence of verses.61 Are
theseperhapstobeunderstoodasarelicofAbānal-Lāḥiqī’sversifiedversion?
Inaddition,thesignificantroleattributedtoastrologersintheSindbad-Story
from the A101 (and particularly from the Aga Khan manuscript) is clearly
alreadythereintheopeningsectionofthenarrative,whenastrologyisusedto
provideadvicetotheking,whoisindistressoverhisfailuretoproduceason
andheir.Thepresenceofthismotifstrengthenstheassumptionthatherewe
haveaversionparticularlyclosetothemiddlePersianprototype.62Theabove-
stated evidence for the high degree of originality in A101 in the Aga Khan
manuscriptshouldbeconsideredtogetherwiththefactthatitsframe-story
displaysasignificantdegreeofdissimilarity fromSyr/G,both inmicro-and
macro-textualdetails.Furthermore,thisstronglysuggeststhattheBSPreached
A101,notbywayofMūsā’srewriting,butratherviaAbānal-Lāḥiqī’s,oratleast
bywayofaversionentirelyunknowntoustoday.

Itwouldbepossibletomakefurtherobservationsinsupportoftheargu-
mentthatA101representsoneofthemostancientsurvivingversionsofthe
BSP,andtherecensionintheAgaKhanmanuscriptprobablythemostancient.
Alineofinvestigationthatcouldproveespeciallyfruitfulinanyfuturestudy
wouldinvolveverifyingtheseclaimsbywayoffurthercollationworktobecar-
riedoutontheremainingversionsandrecensionsoftheBSP.

60 AsregardstheotherpassagesthatappearonlyinSyr/GandP1(forexample,ibid.,p.73),
apossibilityshouldbetakenintoconsiderationthataz-Zahīrī,inadditiontoHandA101,
alsoknewtheArabicversionbyMūsā.

61 101 Nacht,trans.Ott,pp.147and152–53.
62 OnthegreatimportanceofastrologyinthecontextofmiddlePersiancourtculture,see

Belcher,“Diffusion”,p.44.
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Chapter15

Fighting with Tales: 2 The Byzantine Book of 
Syntipas the Philosopher*

Ida Toth

The Book of Syntipas the Philosopher (henceforth BSP) reached the Greek-
readingaudiencesontheeasternmostByzantinefrontieratatimewhenthis
partoftheempirewasalmostentirelydominatedbypoliticalinstabilityand
militaryconflict.Awitnesstoalivelyliteraryexchangeinthelastdecadesof
the11thcentury,andaremarkablepieceofprosefictioninitsownright,the
BSPfounditswayintotheByzantinecanonofdidacticliteratureinatransla-
tionfromSyriac.1Richinovertonesoffantasyandexoticism,literarymaterial
onSyntipasbelongstothelongtraditionofPersianandArabicstorytelling.Its
uninterrupted, if meandering, transmission generated ever more elaborate
storylinesandcaptivatingreading-contentofakindthatthemodernscholar-
shiptendstodescribeas‘eastern’.Asasortofcompassmarker,however,the
term‘eastern’mayleadtoconfusion,inamannerthatisbestillustratedbythe
factthattheso-calledEasternGroupoftheBSPincludessometraditionsthat
beganinthemedievalWest.2Anyvaguenesshereisperhapsbestcircumvented
indiscussionsoftheoriginanddiffusionofSyntipas-Storybyusinglinguistic

* IammostgratefultotheaudiencesoftheresearchseminarsatOxford,ViennaandBelgrade
Universitiesfortheirinvaluablecommentsontheearlyversionsofthisessay.Ishouldalso
liketothankCarolinaCupaneandBettinaKrönungfortheirfeedbackandthoughtfulguid-
ance,andMarcLauxtermann,GünterPrinzingandRebeccaGowersfortheirgeneroushelp,
andtheirinsightfulsuggestionsonthefinaldraftofthepaper.

1 TheBSPisoneoftheraretextstohavebeentranslatedfromSyriacintoGreekinthe11th
century.This,however,shouldnotbeviewedasacompleteoddity.Inthisperiod,theimpor-
tanceofSyriaclanguageincreasedinthewiderLevantinearea,andinparticularinMelitene,
which became the centre of a cultural revival: Brock/Butts/ et al., (eds.), The Gorgias 
Encyclopaedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage,s.v.“Sindbad”.Afurthertranslationwasmade
inMeliteneinthisperiod,fromGreekintoArmenian,ofaLifeofStEudocia:Vest,Geschichte 
der Stadt Melitene vol.3,p. 1520,andnote2.

2 TheEastern(orOriental)GroupincludesSyriac,Greek,Arabic,Persian,HebrewandSpanish
versions,inshort,allversionswhosestructureandcontentcanbetracedbacktoacommon
eastern,probablyPersian,prototype.Forthesummaryofthequestion,andrelevantsecondary
literature,see:thechapterbyB.Krönunginthisvolume,pp.365–79.

© KoninklijkeBrillNV,Leiden,2016 | doi10.1163/9789004307728_017
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determinerssuchasPersian,Arabic,Syriac,Greek,Hebrew,andCatalan.3By
contrast, the modern misnomers ‘prose fiction’ and ‘novel’ that have been
freely applied to the BSP without bearing any direct relation to categories
withinancientandmedievalliterarypoetics,seemunhelpful.4Withthepro-
visothatanychoiceofcriticalterminologyinwhatfollowswillnecessarilybe
arbitrary,andthatitwillbeusedinpurelydescriptivesense,thisessayrecog-
nizesthegradualdisseminationoftheBSPacrossdiversestorytellingtraditions
in‘thesharedlibraryoftheMiddleAges’,5whilefocusingononestageofits
enduringhistory.ItexaminestheByzantinesettinginwhichthisnarrativewas
adaptedforanew,Greek-readingaudience,andwhichinturnsecureditsfur-
therpromulgationwithin,andoutside,theGreeklinguisticmedium.TheBSP
allowsagreatdealofscopeforthestudyofculturalcontinuityandchange,
particularly from the 11th-century perspective; it offers illuminating insights
into distinct dynamics between patrons, authors, and readers, and into the
motivesthatinspiredthemtointroduceforeignmodelsandstylesintheirown
literaryidiom;finally,itcastsconsiderablelightontheroleoftranslationinthe
contextofaculturethatwasnotopenlyresponsivetoinfluencesfromoutside,
even when individual examples of interaction confirm their impact to have
beenbothsignificantandmeaningful.6

3 Inwhat follows, the twomedievalGreek translationsof theBSParealso referred toas
Byzantineundertheunderstandingthattheyweregeneratedandpromulgatedwithinthe
Byzantineculturalandliterarysphere.

4 Storiesofloveandadventure,fictionalbiographies,historicizingaccounts,sometimesin
epistolaryforms,utopianandfantastictravelogues,andapocryphalandhagiographicaltexts
featuringfantasticandmiraculousepisodesallhavebeenvariouslyclassifiedas‘novels’,‘ro-
mances’and‘prosefiction’.Mostrecentlythemodernscholarshiphasshiftedtowardsrelating
literaryprocesseswithinthetexttoparticular,clearlydelineated,culturalandhistoricalcon-
text.Secondaryliteratureonthissubjectisvast;thecurrentdebate,whilestillremainingin-
conclusive, has departed from quests for origins, generic definitions and diachronic
developmenttowardsamoresyntheticexplorationofthepatterns,modes,stances,anddis-
coursesofimaginationandfictionalityacross,andbetween,literarycultures.Theeditorsof
thepresentvolumereflectthisshiftbytheirchoiceoftheoverarchingthemeoffictional
storytelling:Cupane/Krönung,“Introduction”inthisvolume,pp.1–16.Seealso,e.g.,Whitmarsh-
Thomson,(eds.),The Romance between Greece and the East,pp.1–19;Roilos(ed.),Medieval 
Greek Storytelling.

5 Cupane/Krönung,“Introduction”,p.4.
6 Theeditionofthe11th-centuryGreektranslationoftheBSP:Jernstedt-Nikitin,(eds.),Michaelis 

Andreopuli Liber Syntipae,pp.3–130(henceforthLiber Syntipae).
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 Literary Context

ThegroupoftextsthatcomeundertheheadingofmiddleByzantineeastern
prose fiction consists of three narratives: Barlaam and Joasaph, Stephanites 
and Ichnelates, and The Book of Syntipas the Philosopher.7ThesereachedGreek-
speaking readers in their first, or new, translations into Greek, in the 11th
century.Theydisplaymanyfeaturesincommon,including:

• Transmission:alongandwell-attesteddisseminationineasternlanguages;
• Subject-matter:theirmainplotsrevolvearoundtheideaoftheroleofintel-

lectualsinprincelyeducation,andincludenumerousfabulistic,novelistic,
anddidacticelements;

• Narrativestructure:theirmainandsubsidiaryplotsarepresentedasframe
stories. Although not completely novel, these structural devices became
morewidespreadfollowingthetranslationsof thethreebooksofeastern
prosefictioninthemiddleByzantineperiod.8

• Languageandstyle:broadlyspeaking,theregister,syntaxandvocabularyof
themiddleByzantinekoine;

• Theabundantuseofparatext(inGenettianterms):allthreenarrativessup-
ply plentiful information of their foreign, i.e. eastern, provenance. Their
bookepigrams,titles,andprefacesconveytheidentityandagendasoftheir
authors, editors and translators, and help to show what made such texts
popular,andwhytheycontinuedtobetransmittedforcenturies.

ThetransmissionoftheBSPfromitsmiddlePersiansource,throughitsArabic
andSyriacrevisions,toitstranslationintomedievalGreek,testifiestothedis-

7 Kechagioglou,“TranslationsofEastern‘Novels’”pp.156–66.Ontheeasternnarrativesin
Byzantium,seealsoNiehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung und Rezeption;Condylis-Bassoukos,
Stephanites kai Ichnelates;Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos;Kechagioglou,
“ΟβυζαντινόςκαιμεταβυζαντινόςΣυντίπας”;Toth,“AuthorshipandAuthority”.

8 Frame-story,alsocalled“Rahmenerzählung”or“cornice”,isaliterarydevicewherebyastring
ofmutuallyindependentstoriesarerepresentedasbeingtoldbyoneofmorecharactersin
theprimarystory.ThenarrativeframesofmiddleByzantineEastern-styleprosearenotuni-
form:theframestructuresofBarlaam and IoasaphandBSPare,forexample,simpler,and
moreparatactic,thanthatofStephanites and Ichnelates,whichfeaturesaseriesofmuchmore
elaborateChinese-boxframes.Onthestructuraldevicesofthesetexts,see:Perry,“TheOrigin
oftheBookofSindbad”,p.17;andNiehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung und Rezeption,pp.124–25;
Toth,“AuthorshipandAuthority”,pp.95–99.
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tinctly multicultural and multilingual character of the book.9 Some of this
history is recorded in the prologue of the Byzantine BSP for the benefit of
Greekreaders.Notably,itsopeninglinescitethetitleoftheSyriacexemplaras
theBook of Syntipas the Philosopher.Evenmorerevealingly,theystatethatthe
Greek text has been translated from Syriac, and that its ultimate source is
Persian/Arabic.10

TheimmediatecircumstancesunderwhichtheBSPenteredByzantinelit-
eraturecanbereconstructedfromtheevidenceofabookepigramthatsurvives
inthe14th-centurymanuscriptMosquensisSynodalis436,f.251v.11Inscribed
onthetitlepageoftheBSP,thispoemlendsvoicetothetranslator,whouses
themediumofthedodecasyllabletorelatehisbackgroundandhismotivesfor
presentingtheBSPtohisGreek-speakingreaders:

I, Michael, a Christian, and the most humble grammatikos, have pre-
sented this book at the behest of the illustrious patrician Gabriel, the
revereddukeofthecitythatderivesitsnamefromtheword‘honey’,and
atrulyardentservantofChrist.12

Gabriel’sinvolvementintheproductionoftheGreekBSPcommendshimasa
manofletters,andapatronoflearning:

[Gabriel]ordered[thebook]tobewrittenbecausetheRomansdidnot
possesssuchavolume.Thisstoryderidesevildoersand,ultimatelyand

9 OnthetransmissionoftheEasternGroupoftheBSP:Perry,“TheOriginoftheBookof
Sindbad”,passimandthechapter “TheArabicBookofSindbad”byB.Krönung in this
volume,pp.365–79.

10 Liber Syntipae, ed. Jernstedt/Nikitin, p. 3, ll. 4–9: Πρόλογος τοῦ πρωτοτύπου ἤτοι τοῦ
ἀντιβολαίου,τῆςσυρικῆςβίβλουτῆςλεγομένηςΣυντίπατοῦφιλοσόφου,ἔχωναὐταῖςλέξεσιν
οὕτως˙Διήγησιςἐμφιλόσοφος,[…]ἥντιναδιήγησινπροϊστόρησεΜοῦσοςὁΠέρσηςπρὸςτὴν
τῶνἐντυγχανόντωνὠφέλειαν.(TheprologueoftheprototypeorantibolaionoftheSyriac
Book of Syntipas the Philosopher,whichreadsasfollows:“Aphilosophicaltale[…]which
MousosthePersiancomposedforthebenefitofhisreaders”.).

11 Jernstedt’seditionoftheBSPincludestheeditionandthefacsimileofthepoem:Liber 
Syntipae,pp.1and131.OnMosq.Synod436(formerlyVlad.298),see,mostrecently:Roue-
ché,“TheplaceofKekaumenosintheadmonitorytradition”,pp.134–38.

12 Liber Syntipae,ed.Jernstedt/Nikitin,p.1,ll.8–13:τῶνγραμματικῶνἔσχατόςγετυγχάνων,/
ἈνδρεόπωλοςΜιχαήλ,Χριστοῦλάτρις,/ἔργοντεθεικὼςπροστεταγμένοντόδε/παρὰΓαβριὴλ
τοῦμεγιστάνωνκλέους,/δουκὸςσεβαστοῦπόλεωςμελωνύμου,/ὅςἐστιΧριστοῦθερμὸςὄντως
ἱκέτης.
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mostimportantly,itcelebratesdeedscarriedoutinanobleandrighteous
manner.13

ThelinesabovemakeitclearthatinhiscapacityasalocalmagnateGabriel
promotes new kind of edifying literature intended to instruct and inspire
exemplaryconduct.

 The Plot

TheBSPunfoldsinamannercommontoalleasternversionsofthebook.14The
main plot revolvesaround thestoryofprincelyeducation.KingCyrus’s son
andheircompleteshisstudiesunderthemostnotableteacheroftheirtime,
Syntipas,whoalsoinstructshisstudenttoremainsilentforsevendaysinorder
toavoidmortaldanger.Duringthisperiodofsilence,oneoftheking’swives
triestoseducetheprince,andslandershimbeforehisfather,whothenorders
hisexecution.TheSevenWiseMenstallthepunishmentby,successively,tell-
ingtwostorieseachday,onetoexemplifythedangersofrashnessandone,the
maliceofwomen,whilethestepmotherretaliatesbynarratingtalesofunreli-
able court advisers and the wickedness of men. Eventually, the ill-omened
periodpasses,theprincespeaks,thekingrevokeshisjudgment,andpunishes
hiswilywifeinstead.TheremainingpartoftheBSPfeaturestheprince’strib-
utetohisteacher,Syntipas’spraiseofastronomy,theprince’ssummationof
Ten Ethical Chapters, and a series of questions and answers exchanged
betweenthekingandhisson.Thenarrativeframesandelaboratestorylinesof
theBSPcanbeoutlinedasfollows:15

13 13 ibid.,ll.14–18:ὃςκαὶδιωρίσατογραφῆναιτάδε,/ὅτιγεμὴπρόσεστιῬωμαίωνβίβλοις./ἡ
συγγραφὴγὰρἥδετοὺςκακεργάτας/διασύρειμάλιστακαὶπρὸςτῷτέλει/πράξειςἐπαινεῖτὰς
καλῶςεἰργασμένας.–Gabrielisawell-knownhistoricalfigureattestedasDouxandAmir
of Melitene, Protokouropalatēs, Protonobelissimos, Armenian by ethnicity, Orthodox
Christianbyfaith,father-in-lawofBaldwinII,KingofJerusalem.Forthefulllistofpri-
marysourcesonGabriel,seethedatabaseofthePBW:Jeffreys/al.(eds.),Prosopography of 
the Byzantine World;also,see:Vest,Geschichte der Stadt Melitene,pp.1516ff.

14 Forthecollatedsummaryofalleasternversions,see:Comparetti,Researches respecting 
the Book of SindibadandPerry,“TheOriginoftheBookofSindbad”,pp.58–84.Also,see:
Krönung,“TheArabicBookofSindbad”,inthisvolume,pp.365–79.

15 ThereferencestopageandlinenumbersthatfollowarebasedonJernstedt’seditionof
Andreopulos’translation.TheydonotincludeJernstedt’seditionoftheso-calledRetrac-
tatiooftheBSP,whichhepresentsinparallelwithAndreopoulos’text.
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p.1,BookEpigram
p.3,ll.1–9:Prologue
pp.3,l.10–4,l.9:KingCyrushassevenwivesbutnochildren.Heprays,anda

sonisborntohim.Thefirstthreeyearsoftheboy’seducationcometono
avail.

pp.4,l.10–6,l.5:ThekingentersintoawrittencontractwithSyntipas,who
promises to educate the prince in medical art and philosophy within six
months.

pp.6, l.6–8, l. 10:Syntipasbuildsahouseforhisstudent,andhas itswalls
inscribed with his teachings; the philosophical education of the young
princeendswithSyntipas’astrologicalpredictions,andtheprince’sseven-
dayoathofsilence.

pp.8,l.11–12,l.3:Thesilentprince’saudienceathisfather’scourt;theprince
rejectshisstep-mother;heraccusationsandtheking’spronouncementof
deathpenalty.

p.12,ll.4–16:SevenWiseMenattempttopersuadethekingtoshowmercyby
tellinghimstorieseveryday.

 Seven Days of Story-Telling
 DayOne
pp.12,l.17-15,l.16:WiseManOne,StoryOne:AKingWhoFallsinLovewitha

MarriedWoman
pp. 15, l. 17- 18, l. 12:WiseMan One,StoryTwo:AMerchant,HisWife anda

DiscreditedParrot

 DayTwo
pp. 18, l. 15– 19, l. 10:Step-mother,StoryOne:AFullerWhoDiesSavingHis

DrowningSon
pp.19,l.11–22,l.6:WiseManTwo,StoryOne:Two‘Pure’Cakes;
pp.22,l.7–24,l.10:WiseManTwo,StoryTwo:AWoman,HerHusband,An

Officer,andHisSlave

 DayThree
pp.24,l.11–27,l.13:Step-mother,StoryOne:APrinceandAnOgress
pp.28,l.1–29,l.12:WiseManThree,StoryOne:AWarOveraStolenBeehive
pp.29,l.12–32,L.2:WiseManThree,StoryTwo:AWomanwithAppetitefor

SugarRice

 DayFour
pp. 32, l. 2 – 35, l. 12: Step-mother, Story One: A Prince, a Gardener, and a

Gender-changingSpring
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pp.35,l.13–38,l.2:WiseManFour,StoryOne:AnObesePrince,aBath-keeper,
andHisWife

pp.38,l.3–43,l.6:WiseManFour,StoryTwo:AWomanTrickedintoInfidelity
byaProcuress

pp.43,l.9–44,l.11:Step-mother,StoryTwo:AWildBoarandaMonkey

 DayFive
pp.44,l.14–46,l.15:WiseManFive,StoryOne:AnOfficerandHisFaithfulDog
pp.46,l.16–52,l.2:WiseManFive,StoryTwo:AnObstinateSuitor,aVirtuous

Woman,andaBurntMantle
pp.52,l.4-54,l.10:Step-mother,StoryOne:AThief,aLion,andaMonkey

 DaySix
pp.54,l.13–56,l.18:WiseManSix,StoryOne:TwoPigeonsandaStoreofCorn
pp.56,l.18–59,l.1:WiseManSix,StoryTwo:Elephant-shapedHoneyCake

 DaySeven
pp.59,l.1-61,l.12:Thestep-motherthreatenstothrowherselfintoapyreifthe

kingdoesnotexecutehisson.Thekingassents,andtheprinceisabouttobe
puttosword.SevenWiseMenbribetheexecutioner,andpersuadehimto
waituntilthekinghasheardafurthertwostoriesfromthem.

pp.61,l.13–65,l.8:WiseManSeven,StoryOne:ThreeWishes
pp.65,l.9–71,l.8:WiseManSeven,StoryTwo:UltimateCollectionofWomen’s

Tricks16

 DayEight
pp.71,l.12–73,l.13:Theprincefinallyspeaks.HeexplainshissilencetoCyrus’

chiefadviser,whogivesthegoodnewstohisking.Theprinceissummoned
tohisfather’saudience.

pp. 73, l. 14 – 76, l. 9:The prince explains his actions to his father.The king
rejoicesandconveneshiscourt, summoning theWiseMenandSyntipas,
whothenvindicateshimself.

pp.76,l.10–79,l.2:Thekingaddressestheassemblywiththequestion:“IfI
hadexecutedmyson,whowouldhavebeenresponsible:I,myson,ormy
wife?”FourWiseMenandSyntipasrespond,eachwithadifferentanswer.

16 Andreopoulos’versiondoesnotincludethesub-storyaboutaWoman,HerMisogynistic
Husband,andthe‘Harvest’ofFish,whichwefindinthelaterGreekversion(Liber Synti-
pae,pp.68,l.5–69,l.20).
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pp.79,l.3–83,l.10:TheprincerespondswithastoryaboutaSlaveandPoisoned
Milk to show the power of fate thereby demonstrating that he has com-
pletedhiseducation,andhasachievedutmostwisdom.Toconfirmthis,the
princetellsthreemorestories:

pp.83,l.11–85,l.14:StoryofaThree-yearOld
pp.85,l.15–91,l.14:StoryofaFive-YearOld
pp.91,l.15–102,l.15:StoryofanOldMan
pp.103,l.5–104,l.15:TheprincerecountstothekinghowSyntipasmadeit

possibleforhimtoaccomplishwithinsixmonthswhathecouldnotdespite
thepreviousthreeyearsofstudying.

pp.105,l.4–110,l.10:Theking’swifeconfessesherscheming,andsurrenders
herself to her husband’s mercy. The king’s noblemen propose mutilation
anddeath,andthewife tellsaStoryofaFox tobeg forpunishment that
wouldkeepheralive.

pp.110,l.11–112,l.5:Theprinceproposesthathisstep-mother’shairiscut,her
faceblackenedwithsoot,abellfastenedaroundherneck,andthatsheis
thenmountedonadonkey,facingbackwardsandparadedthroughoutthe
city,withtwocriersproclaimingthereasonsforherpunishment.Thecourt
approves,andthekingconsents.

pp.112,p.6–119,l.5:SyntipasgivesCyrushisaccountofhisteaching,andtells
astoryontheImportanceofAstrology.

pp. 119, l.6– 121, l. 12:TheprinceoutlinesSyntipas’TenEthicalChapters, in
which he has been instructed. Syntipas receives his compensation from
Cyrus.

pp. 122, l. 1 – 129, l. 13: King’s Twenty Questions and Prince’s Answers on
Kingship,Morality,andFate.

pp.129,14–130,l.3:SynopsisoftheBSP.17

 The Book of Syntipas in Middle Byzantine Literary Culture

Theincreasingattentionthatthe11thcenturyhasreceivedinrecentyearshas
broughtthisperiodintoasharperfocusasatimewhennewideasandtastes,
andcross-culturalinfluences,becamemanifestinmanyaspectsofByzantine
life.18ExtensivecontactsbetweenByzantineandforeignpolitiesencouraged

17 Thesynopsisismissingfromtheso-calledRetractatio..
18 Kazhdan/WhartonEpstein,Change in Byzantine Culture;Vlyssidou(ed.),The Empire in 

Crisis (?).TheforthcomingpublicationoftheProceedingsoftheSpringSymposiumon
the transformation in Byzantium in the 11th century, held in Oxford in 2012, will shed
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themovementofscholarsandcraftsmen,andtheexchangeofknowledgeand
artefacts,acrossthevastareaoftheeasternMediterranean.Requestforartand
architecturefeaturingrecognisableeastern(-style)contentincreases;thiswas,
moreover,instigatedandfundedbyimperialandaristocraticpatronageonthe
peripheryaswellasattheverycentreofthemiddleByzantineworld.19The
literaryspheretooopeneditselftoLevantineinfluences,andthisallowedtexts
such as the BSP to make a timely appearance in response to the interests,
demands and cultural expectations of both the educated class, and a wider
readingpublic.

TheBSPsitscomfortably inthecontextoftheliterarycultureofthe11th-
century–atime,whenByzantineauthorsenjoyedconsiderablesocialmobility,
and,perhapsbyextension,whentheydisplayedmoreself-consciousandself-
confident authorial voices.20 Secular literature, and poetry in particular,
thrived.21 High-level patronage for translations from eastern languages of
astrological,meteorological,medical,andoneirocriticaltextshelpedtopropel
strong interest in scientific matters.22 Likewise, collections of useful sayings
andanimalstoriescirculatedingreaternumbers.Thesetextscontinuedtoplay
an essential role in elementary rhetorical education, but could also now be
foundembeddedintomoreelaboratenarrativessuchashistoriesandcompila-
tions of advice.23 The well-attested practicing of astrology and divination,

morelightonthepolitical,social,andculturalchangesthatByzantiumunderwentinthis
century.

19 Byzantine adoption of eastern artistic models and styles is visible in portable objects,
suchastextiles,ivoryboxes,enamelcontainers,andmetalvessels,aswellasarchitecture,
particularlybuildings:Grabar,“Lerayonnementdel’artsassanide”;Walker,The Emperor 
and the World.Onthe11th-centuryastrolabecommissionedandinscribedbyProtospath-
arios and Hypatos Sergios the Persian, see Guillou, Recueil des inscriptions grecques 
médiévales d’Italie, no. 13, 14–15. On pseudo-kufic decoration in middle Byzantine
churchesandonartifacts,seeWalker,“Pseudo-Arabic‘Inscriptions’”.

20 Ontheauthorialpoeticsinthe11thcentury,see:Bernard,“TheEthicsofAuthorship”.
21 On11th-centurysecularpoetry:Bernard,Writing and Reading Byzantine Secular Poetry;

id./Demoen(eds.),Poetry and its Contexts in Eleventh-Century Byzantium.
22 FormiddleByzantinetranslationsofeastern(mostlyArabic)textsintoByzantinelitera-

ture,seeabove,note7and:Mavroudi,A Byzantine Book on Dream Interpretation;Gutas,
“ArabicintoByzantineGreek”.

23 OnthesurveyofmiddleByzantinecollectionsoffables,see:Adrados,History of the Greco-
Latin Fable,vol.1,pp.94–138;vol.2,pp.559–629;fortheintroductiononGreek(including
middleByzantine)gnomologiesandfortheirtexts,see:Searby,Apophthegmata et gno-
mae secundum alphabetum; for the use of collections of gnomai in Kekaumenos, see:
Roueché, “Literary background of Kekaumenos”, pp. 114–17. For Psellos’s use of apo-
phthegmata,see:Kampianaki,“SayingsAttributedtoEmperorsofOldandNewRome”.
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andtheincreaseduseofwisdomliterature,mayalsoexplainwhyeasternnar-
ratives found a natural habitat in the 11th-century literary traditions. The
Syntipas-Story in particular represents an exemplary case of a text whose
appealtoByzantinereadingaudiencescanbeexplainedbythewayitcorre-
sponds with the modes and genres in Byzantine literature that became
especiallypopularinthemiddleByzantineperiod.Thecontentofthebookas
awholeandofitsconstituentpartslinksit,inamannerofaliterarymise-en-
abîme, to parenetic texts, astrological treatises, fables, and collections of
proverbs,24while itsmanyelementsof themarvelous, thesupernaturaland
theexoticreflectatasteinthesekindsofthemesincontemporaryByzantine
literatureacrosstheboard,notleastinhagiography.25

Thesamepointcanbemadeifthefocusiswidenedtoconsiderthemanu-
script transmission of the BSP, on which Ben Edwin Perry wrote long ago
proposingthatmostByzantinecollectionsthatincludedthefablesandBook of 
SyntipashadbeenassembledineasternAsiaMinorinthelate11thcentury.26
Perry’sconjecturecannotbeconfirmedonthesolebasisoftheextantmanu-
scriptmaterial,norcanitbeascertainedthattheByzantineeasternfrontier
was theonlyentryzone foreastern literature. In fact,hishypothesiscanbe
expandedtoconsidersouthernItalyasanotherareainwhichsimilarkindsof
textsproliferatedevenearlierthanintheByzantineEast..Theevidenceofthe
manuscriptPierpontMorgan397, forexample, testifies to thecirculationof
eastern-stylewisdomliteratureintheWesternpartsoftheByzantineworldin
the late 10th-early 11thcenturies,albeitwithout Syntipas material,while the
12th-century south-Italian (re)-translation of Stephanites and Ichnelates into
Greekindicatesapersistentinterestineasternnarrative-fictionintheWest.27

24 FortheanalysesofstructureandmotifsintheBSP,see:Perry,“TheOriginoftheBookof
Sindbad”, pp. 84–94; Conca, Novelle Bizantine, pp. 13–32; Maltese, Il libro di Sindbad,
pp.14–32.

25 Ontheuseofphantasia inmiddleByzantineliterature,andinByzantinehagiographyin
particular,see:Kaldellis,“TheEmergenceofLiteraryFictioninByzantium”;Roilos,“Phan-
tasiaandtheEthicsofFictionalityinByzantium”;Messis,“Fictionand/orNovelisationin
ByzantineHagiography”.

26 PerryexaminedByzantinecollectionsofthefablesandBook of Syntipas,Stephanites and 
IchnelatesandthefablesandtheLife of Aesopassignificantmembersofthebodyofgno-
micandadvisoryliterature:Perry,Studies in the Text History of the Life and Fables of Aesop,
pp.185–89.

27 NewYorkPierpontMorganM.397/CodexCryptoferratensisA33hassouthItalianprove-
nance.Amongothertexts,itincludestheearliestGreektranslationofKalīla wa-Dimna
entitled the Fables of Bidpai, Life and fables of Aesop, and Physiologos: Husselman,
“AFragmentofKalilahandDimnah”.Forasummaryofthecurrentscholarshiponthe
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Furthermore, such literary pursuits were not restricted to the fringes of the
Greek-speakingworld.TheByzantinecapitalalsowitnessedsimilarefforts,as
isattestedbytheworkofSymeonSeth,acourtastrologer,physicianandphi-
losopher, whose Greek translation from Arabic of Kalīla wa-Dimna, entitled
Stephanites and Ichnelates, was commissioned by a patron of the highest
standing,theemperorAlexiosKomnenoshimself.28Toalloftheabove,further
evidencecanbeadded,ofthewillofEustathiosBoilas,animperialprotospath-
ariosandhypatos,wholivedintheeasternpartsoftheByzantineEmpirein
the mid-eleventh century. Among the various possessions of this provincial
official,hisdocumentlistsbooksownedbyBoilas.“Mypricelesstreasure”,as
hecallsthem,includedtheOneirokritikontogetherwiththeLives of Aesopand
Alexander.29Thisconfirmsthateastern-styletextswerecirculatedfairlywidely,
andthattheywere,fromearlyon,transmittedtogetherwithdiversestory-tell-
ingtraditionsonAesopandAlexander.Thatmuchcanalsobededucedfrom
thesurvivingmanuscriptmaterial,inwhicheasternnarrativefictionappears
togetherwithanimalstories,bothfablesandthePhysiologus,and,onceagain,
withfictionalaccountsofAesop-andAlexander’slives.30Inevitably,suchcol-
lections were continuously enriched and modified, but their core remained
surprisinglystable,evenastheywerebeingcopied,circulated,anddispersed
lateronandfurtherafield,includinginthemedievalSlavonicworld.31

ThedepictionofSyntipasasaPersianastronomer,teacherandcourtadviser,
undoubtedlyplayedaroleinpromotingeastern-stylewisdom-literaturethat
was gaining popularity in the middle Byzantine period. In the same meta-

12th-centuryversionofStephanites and Ichnelates,knownastheEugenianrecention,see
thechapterbyB.Krönunginthisvolume,pp.453–56.

28 Magdalino,“ThePorphyrogenitaandtheAstrologers”,pp.19–21andid.,“TheByzantine
ReceptionofClassicalAstrology”,pp.46–54.Seealso thechapter “TheWisdomof the
Beasts”byB.Krönunginthisvolume,pp.449–53.

29 Boilas’willhasbeeneditedandcommentedonbyLemerle,Cinq études,pp.15–63.See,
also:Roueché,“ByzantineWritersandReaders”spec.pp.126–27.

30 ThetwomainwitnessesofAndreopoulos’versionoftheBSP,Mosq.Synod436(formerly
Vlad.298)andMonacensisgr.525,bothincludefablesattributedtoSyntipas,Stephanites 
and Ichnelates,andtheLife andFables of Aesop(Mosqu.Syn298alsocontainsthePhysi-
ologosandtheLife of Alexander).Onthecontentsof thesemanuscripts,see:Roueché,
“TheplaceofKekaumenos”,pp.134–38andHinterberger,“OAνδρέαςΛιβαδηνός,συγγρα-
φέας/γραφέας”. In addition, similar core material is preserved in the following manu-
scriptsoftheBSP:Paris.Suppl.Gr.105,Vindob.Philol.Gr.166andHierosolym.Gr.208.

31 InmedievalSlavonicliterature,forexample,theLives of AesopandAlexander,Physiolo-
gos,andtheStory of Wicked Womenallappeartogetherintheso-calledsecondtypeof
Slavonicmiscellanies:Toth,“TheStoryofIosoptheWise”,pp.118ff.
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referentialmannerinwhichtheBSPmaybeunderstoodasmirroring,andeven
creating,tastesandinterestsincontemporaryreading-culture,theeponymous
protagonistofthebook,Syntipas,canbeseenasa literaryprojectionofthe
emerging image of the 11th-century Byzantine intellectual. In its Byzantine
guise,thecharacterofSyntipascouldbeviewed,metonymically,asanaspira-
tional, self-assertive, and self-styled Byzantine philosopher, whose erudition
leaveshimideallyplacedtodispensemoralguidance,endorsearistocraticval-
ues,andofferpracticaladviceongovernance.32Thiskindofexpertisewould
haveresonatedwiththecirclesattheimperialcourtinthecentreofByzantine
power,aswellasamonglocalmagnatessuchasGabrielofMelitene,andhis
counterparts on the frontiers in Anatolia, the Balkans, and Southern Italy.
Theseindividualsconstitutedtheprimeaudienceofthenarrativessuchasthe
BSP:theycoulddrawbenefit fromitsmorals,beentertainedbyitscolourful
content, and secure its continuing promulgation across the expanse of the
Greek-speakingworld.

 Generic Implications and Literary Devices 

TheprologueoftheBSPreferstoMousos,aPersian,astheauthor,whocom-
poses this story “for the benefit of his readers” (πρὸς τὴν τῶν ἐντυγχανόντων
ὠφέλειαν).33 The attribution of authorship to Mousos speaks in no unclear
termsofaforeign,and,moreprecisely,eastern,provenanceforthestory.The
useofthetermὠφέλεια,heretranslatedas“benefit”,ʻisalsohighlysignificant.

32 Arabicversionsof theBSPneveruseʻphilosopherʼinconnectiontoSindbadortheSeven
WiseMen.Sindbad issometimescalled ʻthewiseʼ (arab.al-ḥakīm),orhe isdesignated
onlyasʻteacherʼ(arab.muʻallim”).TheWiseMen(Viziers)areconsistentlydescribedas
ʻministers/courtadvisersʼ(arab.wazīr,pl.wuzarā̕),and,byextension,ʻtheeducated,the
intellectualsʼ(arab.min ahl al-ʻalam).TheearliestSyriacandGreekversionsseemtobe
thefirsttocommonlyusetheterm‘philosopher’forSindbad/Syntipasand,infrequently,
fortheSevenWiseMen.(IamgratefultoBettinaKrönungforheradviceontheterminol-
ogyusedintheArabictransmissionoftheBSP).Theterm‘philosopher’isusedaspersis-
tentlyintheBSPasinthe11th-centurypublicandliterarydiscourseinByzantium.Onthe
Byzantineperceptionofphilosophy in11th-century,see:Duffy, “HellenicPhilosophy in
Byzantium”;Papaioannou,Michael Psellos. Rhetoric and Authorship,pp.29–39;Bernard,
“TheEthicsofAuthorship”,pp.52–57;Kaldellis, “Theemergenceof literaryfiction”,pp.
120–26.

33 Liber Syntipae,p.3, ll.8–9(see,above:note10).Themodernscholarshiphasidentified
Mousosasthe9th-centuryArabicscholarandtranslatorofPersianliterature,Mūsāb.‘Īsā
al-Kisrawī:Perry”,TheOriginoftheBookofSindbad”,p.33.
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BeyondmerelydisclosingthemotivationfortheinitialcompositionoftheBSP,
itsituatesthisbookinthebroadercontextofdidacticliterature.Thismessage
ishighlightedagainintheconcludingversesofthebookepigram,whichpro-
claimtheaim(τέλος)oftheBSPtobethemockeryofevilandpraiseofnoble
deeds.34

Moreover,theprologuedescribestheBSPasa“storypertainingtophiloso-
phy”(διήγησιςἐμφιλόσοφος).Thisdescriptioncouldbeunderstoodtomeana
“storyaboutSyntipasthePhilosopher”,thatis,toindicateacompositionthat
usesthedeedsofthemaincharactersasitsnarrativeaxis,asin,forexample,
theLivesofAlexander,Aesop,HomerandeventheepicofDigenis.35Thecon-
tinuationoftheprologueexpandsonthisdefinition.Itclaimstointroduce“a
philosophicaltaleofthePersianKingCyrus,andhislegitimateson,andthe
son’steacherSyntipasaswellasoftheking’ssevenphilosophers,andoneof
hiswives…” thussituating theBSPmoreprecisely in thecontextofdidactic
courtliterature.36TheByzantinesmaynothaveusedanyspecifictermtocor-
respond to the generic label ʻMirror of Princes’, but they were certainly
fine-tunedtorecognizethetenoroftheseallusions.Thenotionoftheemperor
as the principal patron of learning, and of intellectual excellence as a prior
requirement for the roles of tutors and advisers to rulers, was deep-rooted
inByzantineliteraryculture.TheBSPundoubtedlybenefitedfromsuchfamil-
iarity,evenif itssettingataneasterncourt,andtheplotrevolvingarounda
wily woman, may have added a certain sense of novelty, and noticeable
alterity.37

34 Seeabove,note13.
35 Διήγησιςbroadlytranslatesasa“narrative,story,tale”.Ontheuseofthetermintherhe-

toricaltheoryandearlyByzantinehagiography,see:Rapp,“StorytellingasSpiritualCom-
munication”; in Byzantine vernacular romances, see: Agapitos, “SO Debate Genre,
StructureandPoetics”,pp.12–26,57–58,andtheresponsestoAgapitosagainsttheuseof
διήγησιςasanarrowlydefinedgenericlabel:C.Cupane,ibid.,pp.54–58;U.Moennig,ibid.,
pp.66–71;I.Nilsson,ibid.,pp.71–74.

36 Liber Syntipae, p. 3, ll. 4–7: Διήγησις ἐμφιλόσοφος, συγγραφεῖσα παρ᾽ ἡμῶν περὶ τοῦ τῶν
ΠερσῶνβασιλέωςΚύρουκαὶτοῦγνησίουτούτουπαιδὸςκαὶτοῦαὐτοῦδιδασκάλουΣυντίπα,ἔτι
δὲκαὶπερὶτῶντοῦβασιλέωςἑπτὰφιλοσόφωνκαὶτῆςμιᾶςαὐτοῦ…γυναικὸς…

37 TheBSPhassofaronlybeenacknowledgedasfeaturinganintegratedMirrorofPrinces:
Prinzing,“Beobachtungenzu ‚integrierten’Fürstenspiegeln”,p. 6.B.Krönungpointsout
thatKalīla wa-Dimna wasunderstoodasaMirrorofPrinces:seeherchapterinthisvol-
ume,pp.440–41and451–54.Morerecently,PaoloOdoricohasdiscussedthegenericfluid-
ityofadviceliteratureaddressedtotheemperormakingonlyacursoryremarkaboutthe
Barlaam and Ioasaphasbelongingtothiscategoryoftexts,butwithoutanyreferenceto
theothereasternnarratives:Odorico,“LesmiroirsdesprincesàByzance”,passimandp.
245.Odorico’scontentionthatMirrorsofPrincesdidnotexistinByzantiumasaspecific
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Thestrategicchoiceofterminology,asoutlinedabove,seemstoconstitute
a significant part of Andreopoulos’ agenda as a translator. In order to stress
similarities and to customize novelties, he goes on to define the individual
talesnarratedbythemaincharactersasfablesandparabolicspeeches,allud-
ingtotheireducationalcontentandparadigmaticfunction.Hethenrefersto
theprince’sinterpretationoftheTen[Ethical]ChaptersofSyntipas’teaching
as exegetical, and to the prince’s answers to his father’s question as “life-
improving”.38Alltheseemphasisetheinstructivenatureofthebook,andshow
Andreopoulos’concerntoshapeexpectationsamonghisaudiencesbyemploy-
ingameta-languagepertinenttoByzantineliterarypoetics.39

AswellasmakingnoteoftheliteraryencodingthatAndreopoulosunder-
takes, we should also acknowledge that the ideas of exoticism, eroticism,
phantasyandthegrotesquethatpermeatetheBSPseematoddswiththecon-
servativetastesandpioussentimentsembeddedinByzantinereadingculture.
Itis,ofcourse,equallyimportanttostressthatthesemotifswerenotentirely
unknown to middle Byzantine reading audiences, and that, in addition to
theirpresenceinsecularliterature,suchasanimalstories,andtheaccountsof
exploitsofAlexander,Aesop,and,lateron,Digenis,theycouldbefoundinthe
mostedifyingofallByzantineliterarygenres:inhagiography.40Therefore,the
simultaneouspresenceofseeminglydissonantconceptualelements,moralis-
ingand irreverent, familiarandstrange, isbothclearandclearlyattested in
Byzantinereligiousandsecularwriting,but thepurposeandsignificanceof
thesefeaturesstillawaitsfurtherelucidation.

InthecaseoftheBSP,thearrangementandinterplayofcontrastingideas
canbebetterunderstood in thecontextof itscomplex textualarchitecture.
TheBSPhasalreadyattractedsomeattentioninthemodernscholarshipforits
merits as an exemplary model of a fully developed and completely organic

genericcategoryhasbeenre-assessedandchallengedbyGünterPrinzinginhisreviewof
Odorico’svolumeinJahrbuch der österreichischen Byzantinistik65(2015),266–9.

38 Liber Syntipae, pp. 129, 14–130, 3: Τέλος […] λεπτομεροῦς διηγήσεως. ἧς αἱ παραβολικαὶ
ὁμιλίαιιδ᾽,τῆςγυναικὸςσὺντῷμύθῳτῆςἀλώπεκοςσ᾽,τοῦπαιδὸςσὺντῇἐξηγήσειτῶνδέκα
κεφαλαίων,ὧνἐδιδάχθη,καὶταῖςβιωφελέσιπρὸςτὸνπατέραἑαυτοῦἀποκρίσεσινὁμιλίαις᾽,
καὶτοῦΣυντίπαμία˙πάντωνἐξηγήσειςκζ᾽ (Theendoftheelaboratestory[featuring]14
parabolicspeeches[bythephilosophers],sixbythewomanincludingthefableofthefox,
sixbytheboyincludinghisinterpretationoftheTenChapters,inwhichhewasinstructed,
and his life-improving answers to his father, and one by Syntipas: all together 27 dis-
courses).

39 Toth,“AuthorshipandAuthority”,pp.97–98.
40 Seeabove,note25.
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frame-story.41Moreover, theframingspaceoftheBSPhasbeenidentifiedas
particularlysignificantforthedisplayofparatextualprogrammaticideas,and
theoriesofliteraryauthoritythatitincludes.Thesehavebeenintegratedinthe
bookepigram,thetitlepage,thepreface,andthesynopsis,inotherwords,in
theliminalspaceofthetext,whereanyrepresentationofrealitycanbebrought
intouchwiththerealmof fiction,withoutblurringthedistinctionbetween
thetwo.42

Thesameholdstrueofthestoriesabouttheprotagonists,andofthestories
told by the protagonists, which are themselves tightly framed by formulaic
opening lines and well-defined parenetic conclusions. All of this works
togethertoenhancetheimpressionoftemporal,spatialandthematicstratig-
raphy within the book as a whole, as well as providing a threshold for the
passagefromthereal(istic)tothefantastic.TheoverallplotoftheBSPhinges
onthepreciselymeasuredpassageoftimeandmetadiegeticsynchronisation
acrossallnarrativestrata.Withintheoverarchingcompositionalarrangement,
thecoexistenceofdifferent,evenopposing,conceptsoperatesonthelevelof
antithesis–themosteffectiveofrhetoricaltools–bywayofjuxtaposingthe
realmsofthefamiliarandthealien,andthenallowingthemuch-emphasised
educationalelementsofthebookemergeagainstthebackdropofitsuncon-
ventionalcontent.Thisliterarydeviceismostcertainlydidactic,butitcomes
withtheadditionalbenefitofallowingtheBSPtobereadstrategically,usedfor
both edification and delectation, and thus enjoyed in all its captivating
complexity.

 The Books of Greek Syntipas

Inhisepigram,MichaelAndreopoulosdeclaresthathehastranslatedtheBook 
of SyntipasfromSyriacintoGreek,andthathehasalsowrittenitinhisown
hand.43Furtheron,hereportsthattheopeninglinesoftheBSPfollowthepro-
totypeorantibolaionoftheSyriacstory.44Someofthequestionstowhichthe

41 OntheframestructureofSyntipas-Story,see:Perry,“TheOriginoftheBookofSindbad”,
17;Kechagioglou,“TranslationsofEastern‘Novels’”,pp.158–59.

42 Toth,“AuthorshipandAuthority”,pp.95–97.
43 Liber Syntipae,p.1,ll.5–7:ἣνκαὶσυρικοῖςτοῖςλόγοιςγεγραμμένην/εἰςτὴνπαροῦσαναὐτὸς

ἑλλάδαφράσιν/μετήγαγόντεκαὶγέγραφατὴνβίβλον(Ihavetranslatedthebook,originally
writteninSyriac,intotheGreekthatyouseebeforeyou,andhavealsowrittenitinmy
ownhand’).

44 Seeabove,note10.BoththesetermshavespecificmeaninginthefieldofByzantinetex-
tualcriticism.Theydenote‘original’and‘theexactcopyoftheoriginal’respectively,and
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modernscholarshiphasnotyetprovideddefinitiveanswersconcerntherela-
tionshipbetweenAndreopoulos’translationandtheearliestsurvivingSyriac
versionof theBSP,and,relatedtothat, theirrespectiverelationshiptotheir
presumedcommon,Syriacsource.45Theunsolvedproblemofthepriorityof
eitheroftheextantversionsvis-à-vistheircommonarchetypewouldhaveto
bereconsideredinthelightofthesignificantprogressthathasbeenmadein
thestudyoftheprocessesofthetransmissionoftextsintheMiddleAges.A
particulardesideratuminthisareawouldbetoreassessthemanuscripthistory
oftheBSPonthebasisofourmuchbetterknowledgeoftheopenanddelayed
transmissionofByzantinetexts,whichwasnotfullyexplored,norunderstood,
in thepioneeringworkof thescholars likeNöldeke, JernstedtandPerry,on
whoseconclusionswenonethelessstillrely.46

WhenreflectingontheindividualmeritsoftheGreekversionsoftheBSP,it
isparticularlyimportanttounderlinewhattheworkofthefirsttranslatorof
thistext,MichaelAndreopoulos,actuallyaccomplishes.Overall,Andreopoulos
seemstohavestayedfaithfultohistextualsourcewithoutexceedingthelimits
ofaliteral,interlingual,translation.Althoughsensitivetotheneedsandenjoy-
mentofhiscontemporaryreaders,hismethodisnotlikelytohaveinvolveda
greatdealofcreativerewritingsuchaswefindinthecaseof,forexample,the
so-calledEugenianversionofStephanites and Ichnelates.47Whereasitseems
morelikelythattheelaboratenarrativethatAndreopoulosproducedreflected
the nature of his exemplar than his effort to embellish his Syriac source
material,48weshouldalsoexercisecautioninourappraisalofthetranslator’s
workonthesolebasisofhisownwords.Inspiteofhisdemonstratedtastefor
self-disclosure, and his penchant for the use of paratextual literary poetics,
Andreopoulosmighthavesimplydecidedtoomitanydetailsofhiseditorial
work,muchthesameas theanonymouseditorof theEugenian Stephanites 
and Ichnelates in his own book epigram, in which he makes no reference

musthavebeenstrategicallychosentoconveytheideaofstrictadherencetothesource:
cf.Toth,“AuthorshipandAuthority”,p.93andnote9.

45 GiventhefragmentarystateoftheSyriactext,andthefactthatneitherthePersian/Arabic
original,northeSyriacintermediaryfromwhichtheextantSyriacandGreekversionsof
BSPdescend,havesurvived,wecanbecertainonlythatthe11th-centurytranslationby
MichaelAndreopoulosrepresentstheoldestfully-preservedwitnessoftheearliestknown
easterntradition:seethechapterbyB.Krönunginthisvolume,p.367.

46 Perry,“TheOriginoftheBookofSindbad”,p.61;Liber Syntipae,(ed.Nikitin,Praefatio),
pp.iv–ix;Nöldeke,“Review”.

47 Forthediscussionofthenatureofeditorialworkinvolvedintheproductionofthisver-
sion,see:Niehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung und Rezeption, pp. 126–35.

48 AsproposedinNöldeke,“Review”,pp.513–14.
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whatsoevertowhatwenowknowwashissubstantialrevisionofthisbook.49
Atanyrate,Andreopoulos’work,exemplaryasitwas,mighthavenecessitated
a further revision of the BSP. And, indeed, there exists an unattributed
Byzantine “paraphrase of the original translation made a hundred years or
moreafterthetimeofAndreopoulos”,50whichshowssubstantialmorphologi-
cal,syntactical,lexicalandstylisticvariations–butnomajorstructuralchanges
–andsuggestsawidertargetreadershipaswellasalikelyshiftintheirexpec-
tations,learningandliterarytaste.51

ThetwoByzantineversionsrepresenttwosuccessivestagesintheevolution
ofthisworkfromamore-or-lessfaithfulrenditionofapieceofeasternlitera-
turetoamoreidiomaticnarrative,morecomfortablysituatedwithintherange
of the written norms of the period.52 The absence of some of the verbose
descriptions,repetitions,anachronismsandinconsistenciesthatarestillpres-
entinAndreopoulos’text,undoubtedlymadetheotherversionmoreaccessible
toawiderpublic.TheearliestmanuscriptmaterialoftheBSPisnotcoevalwith
the time of Andreopoulos’ translation but significantly delayed, dating only
fromthe14thcentury.However,whatsurvivesisrevealingenoughtosuggest
thatthelateByzantinereadingaudiencescontinuedtoshowinterestinboth
GreekversionsoftheBSP,whilefavouringthemoreidiomaticrevision,which
eventually found itself integrated into the canon of popular literature, in
Byzantiumandbeyond.

The translation of the BSP by Michael Andreopoulos in the 11th century
markedthestartingpointofaGreektraditionthatcarriedonforaconsider-
abletime,producingaseriesofgradualmodifications,whoselinguisticranges
spannedfromthemiddle-registerByzantine koinētoseveralmoreliberalren-
ditionsofthestoryintomodernGreek.Allofthesewerereasonablypopular:
theysurviveinsome25manuscriptsdatingtothetimebetweenthe14thand

49 Forthetextoftheepigram,see:Jamison,Admiral Eugenius of Sicily,p.18.
50 Perry,“TheOriginoftheBookofSindbad”,p.59.However,thereisnoconsensusaboutthe

dateofthe‘paraphrase’:Kechagioglou,“ΟβυζαντινόςκαιμεταβυζαντινόςΣυντίπας”,p.108.
51 ‘Paraphrase’,‘metaphrase’,‘rewriting’mayallbeusedtodescribethechangesthattheBSP

underwentinthelaterversion.Anyfutureconsiderationsofthisquestionwouldbenefit
from the survey of the terminology and practices of rewriting discussed in: Signes
Codoñer,“TowardsavocabularyforrewritinginByzantium”.

52 ThediscrepanciesbetweentheByzantineversionsmeritafurtherinvestigationtocon-
firmifAndreopoulos’orevenanotherversionmayhaveservedasthesourceofthelater
revision.OnthemajordifferencesbetweenthetwoByzantineversionsoftheBSP,see:
Liber Syntipae(ed.Nikitin),pp.ix–xv;Toth,“TheByzantineTranslation(s)oftheBookof
thePhilosopherSyntipas”(forthcoming).
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the17thcenturies.53Itwas,however,thepost-ByzantinediffusionoftheBSP
thatmadethistextoneofthemostsuccessfulandmostwidelyreadEuropean
Volksbücher.54 Its printed Greek editions in particular had an impressively
longrunandwidecirculation,asdidtheir18th-and19th-centurytranslations
intoRomanian,BulgarianandSerbian.Takentogether,theymakethisbooka
truebestsellerofearlymoderntimes,andarealtestimonytothelongevityand
vitalityofeasternprosefictioninEuropeanliteraryhistory.
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Chapter16

From the Desert to the Holy Mountain: The 
Beneficial Story of Barlaam and Ioasaph

Robert Volk

This tale recounts the story of a king’s son who, after being instructed by a
piousascetichimselfbecameahermit.Thestorydrawsonmaterialfromthe
lifeofBuddhaandspreadovertheworldthroughcountlessadaptationsinsev-
eral languages, making its way through Buddhism, Manichaeism, Islam,
JudaismandChristianity.However,allversionsdifferfromtheactuallegendof
Buddhainoneessentialrespect:theyallhavenotone,buttwoheroes:Prince
IoasaphandhisteacherBarlaam.Theirnamesarebuiltuponwhatwere,inthe
originalstory,honorifictitlesgiventooneandthesamehero,namelyprince
GautamaSiddharta:Barlaam=BaghavanLord)andIoa(d)asaphorBodasaph
=Bodhisattva(futureBuddha).1TheGreekadaptationisviewedasthemost
learned and refined version of the tale: a number of scholars judged the
ByzantineBarlaam and Ioasaph asoneofthemostimportantpiecesofworld
literature.2

 The Plot

ThesettingofthiseventfulstoryisIndia,sometimeafterthemissionarytravels
oftheapostleThomasthere,wherevibrantChristiancommunities,monaster-
iesandhermitagesweretobe found.However,althoughChristianity iswell
established,theruler,apowerfulkingbythenameofAbenner(Ἀβεννήρ), is
stillapaganandacommittedidolater.Allhisdesireswerefulfilledsaveone:he
waschildless.HebecomesobsessedwiththeactivepersecutionofChristians,
afteroneofhismostseniorcourtofficialsandadvisersconvertsand,choosing

1 Theinitial‘B’iscorrect,yettheinitial‘I’alsoappearsquiteearlyoninArabictexts;twodia-
criticaldots(ڍ=‘I’)insteadofone(ڊ=‘B’)writtenunderneathwasthedecisivefactorforthis.
Additionally,theBarlaam textnolongercontainsanyspecificmarkersofBuddhist doctrine,
that is, no indications of  agnosticism or even atheism, and nothing of  karma or 
reincarnation.

2 SeeGrégoire,“Monastèred’Iviron”,p.420;Krumbacher,Geschichte,p.886;Schubart,“Historia
BarlaamietIoasaph”,p.50;Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,p.1.
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toliveasananchorite,insultshimbecauseofhisempty,hedonisticlifestyle.
TheChristiansareexpelledalmostwithoutexception,someareevenkilled.
Shortlyafterwardsasonisborntotheking,whonameshimIoasaph(Ἰωάσαφ).
Beingoftheopinionthatthegodshadbeenreceptivetohissacrifices,Abenner
proclaimsagreatfestivalintheirhonor.Amongtheinvitedguestsare55astrol-
ogers,themostexperiencedofwhomsaysthatPrinceIoasaphwillconvertto
theChristianfaithwhichhisfatherhadpersecuted.Subsequentlythechildis
isolated in a palace built expressly for him, and is watched over and raised
exclusivelybyyoungandbeautifulpeople.Heistobesparedanyknowledgeof
theunpleasantsidesoflife:death,oldage,sicknessandpovertyareexplicitly
mentioned.Sickattendantsareimmediatelyreplaced,Ioasaphistoliveinthe
momentandisnottothinkofthefuture,aboveallnotofJesusChristandhis
teachings.

Havinggrownintoayoungman,thefeelingarisesintheintelligentprince
thatheisbeingheldprisoner.Atrustedtutortellshimthereasonswhy,and
Ioasaph consequently takes his father to task. His father now allows him to
exploretheworldoutsideofhisgoldencage,butsecretlycreatesaPotemkin
village;thereismusic,singinganddancinginthestreets,andmerryexuber-
anceinsteadofmiseryanddespondency.Yettheservantsareexhaustedbythe
maintenance of this deception, so much so that the utterly flabbergasted
Ioasaphonedayseestwomen,oneleprous,theotherblind;hiskeepersare
forcedtorevealtohimtheexistenceofdisease(Figure16.1).

Onlyafewdayslater,hecatchessightofahunched,white-hairedandtooth-
lessoldman,andhe isonceagainamazed(Figure 16.2).He learns that this
aged man has already reached advanced old age, and has nothing more to
expect than for death to take him away, and learns that if death does not
alreadybefallapersonearlyintheirlife,thenat80,oratmostat100yearsof
age,itisinevitable.HowdeathisexplainedtoIoasaphisabsentfromtheGreek
version,contrarytowhatonereadsinmanysummaries.3Melancholyremains
onIoasaph’smind,buthetellshisfathernothingofhisnewexperiences.

3 ThethirdmeetingwithPrinceBodhisattva–namely,theonewithacorpse–whichisknown
fromthedescriptionsofthelifeofBuddha,aswellastheexplanationofdeath,arenotonly
absentintheGreektext,butalsoinitsArabicandGeorgianpredecessorsaswell.Thefre-
quentlyprintedadaptationbytheCatholicpriest,andwriterofliteratureforyoungpeople,
Christophv.Schmid(1768–1854)filledthisgap.ThroughittheBarlaam text,from1839on-
wards,reachedapopularitythatitisnottobeunderestimated.ThiswasnotonlyinGerman-
speakingregions,astranslationsintoFrench,CzechandSwedishareknown.Inthismeeting
theprincelearnsfromtheinvalidoldmanwhatdeathisallabout(cf.Schmid,Chr.v.,Josaphat, 
Königssohn von Indien. Eine Geschichte aus dem christlichen Alterthume, neuerzählt,Augsburg
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Atthistime,thehermitBarlaam,informedbydivinerevelationofIoasaph’s
searchforguidance,makeshiswayfromadistantdeserttoIndia.Dressedasa
merchant wanting to show the prince an exceptional gem, he is allowed to

1839[nowdigitalizedbyGoogle-Books],pp.9–10).Additionally, theintroductionofavanished
playmateoftheprince,whohadbeenhissameage,representsaparticularliterarydeviceof
Schmid.HisclosesttutormustexplaintoJosaphatthattheboyhasdied,andthathisdead
bodyisalreadyturningtodust(cf.Schmid,ibid.,p.13).

Figure16.1 Codex Par. gr. 1128 (14th century), Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Barlaam
andJoasaph, fol. 19v: Ioasaph encounters two sick men – one leprous, the other blind. 
Photo:courtesyBnF. 

Figure16.2 Codex Par. gr. 1128 (14th century), Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Barlaam
andJoasaph, fol. 20r: Ioasaph encounters the decrepit hunchbacked man. 
Photo:courtesyBnF.
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enter thepalace. Inorder toconvincehimself that Ioasaph isworthyof the
stone,hetellshimtheNewTestamentparableofthesower,4duringwhichit
becomesclearthatthehermithasnostonetoofferhim,butratherareligious
doctrine,towhichIoasaphisfavorablydisposed.

Through Barlaam’s instruction – often in the form of actual Indian, or at
leastoriental,parables,whichare interpreted inaChristianway5– Ioasaph
recognizes his inner calling and converts to Christianity. Sometime after
Barlaam’sdeparture,thekinglearnsofthisandwithallhismightheattempts
toreclaimhissonfromthenewfaith.Theroyaladvisorssuggestthatsoldiers
pursueBaarlam,seizehim,and thenviapersuasionor torture, forcehimto
renouncehisteachingasalieanderror.Ifhecannotbetrackeddown,thenthe
astrologerNachor,whoalsolivesasahermitandlookslikeBarlaam,istotake
onhisroleandallowhimselftobedefeatedbypolytheisticpriestsinastaged
religiousdialogue.InfactBarlaamevadescapture–agroupof17monkswho
knewhimaretakenintocustody,butdonotdisclosehisdwellingandaretor-
turedtodeath–andasaresultNachorappearsasaPseudo-Barlaam.Asthe
rumorofBaarlam’scaptivityisspreadthroughouttheentirecity,theappalled
PrinceIoasaphlearns fromadreamthetruestateofaffairs,andcancalmly
lookforwardtothereligiousdispute,aswellasjoininginadiscussiononfaith
withhisfather.Duringthereligiousdispute,theastrologerNachor,asthefalse

4 ThisisfoundintheoldestsurvivingformoftheBarlaam text,theArabic-IsmaeliteKitāb 
Bilawhar wa Būḏāsf(seebelow,p.410);cf.intheFrenchtranslationofGimaret,Le livre de 
Bilawhar et Būdāsf,pp.86.34–87.22aswellasLienhard,“VomarabischenBuch«Bilawharwa
Būḏāsf»zumbyzantinischen«BarlaamundJoasaph»”,pp.498–500.

5 OfgenuineIndianoriginisthetaleofthe‘ManintheWell’(ed.Volk12,215–256[pp.127–30]).
Olderthananywrittendocument,itisattestedonaBuddhistrockreliefofthe2ndcentury
AD,cf.Mette,A.(ed.),Die Erlösungslehre der Jaina. Legenden, Parabeln, Erzählungen. Aus dem 
Sanskrit und Prakrit übersetzt,Berlin2010,pp.402–03andfig.13,andToumpouri,“L’homme
chassé”,pp.427–29and438.Oneencountersits,probablycomplete,reworkingintheJain
influencedintroductorychapter(6th–7thcenturiesAD)ofthe‘Vasudevahiṇḍi’ofSaṅghadāsa
(cf.Mette,ibid.,pp.68–69and319–23).InByzantiumthisledtoitsdepictioninimages,which
ManuelPhiles(13th–14thcenturies)describedinsixpoems(cf.ManuelPhiles,Carmina,ed.
E.Miller,2vols.,Paris1855–57(repr.Amsterdam1967),vol.1,pp.126–29[=carm.246and
248–52]).TheCretanpoetMpergades(15thcentury)alsousedthemotifinhisvernacular
bookApokopos,whichbelongstothegenreofjourneystoHades(ed.P.Vejleskov,Apokopos. 
A fifteenth century Greek [Veneto-Cretan] catabasis in the vernacular. Synoptic edition with an 
introduction, commentary and Index verborum. English translation by M. Alexiou[Neograeca
MediiAevi,9],Cologne2005,pp.184–87[verses1–66]).Ithadearlieralreadybecomeamotif
infigurativeart,forinstanceinItaly,seenonthebaptisteryinParmafromaround1200;cf.
Toumpouri,“L’hommechassé”,pp.431–32andSiclari,“L’apologodelBarlaameJoasaph”,pp.
351–73.
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Barlaam, guided by the Holy Spirit, embarks upon a spirited defense of
Christianity, after he highlights the errors and absurdities of venerating the
elements and Greek and Egyptian gods; Judaism is briefly touched upon as
well.6

Theplanoftheroyaladvisorsfails,andIoasaphcanintheendfullyconvert
Nachor to Christianity, who had spoken as though he were in a trance.
Abenner’s faith in the pagan gods is shaken as well, and this time it is the
priests,whofearingfortheirsinecures,plananewattempttoconvertIoasaph
backtopolytheism.TheyturntothemagicianTheudas,wholivesinthedeep-
est wilderness and has at his command a veritable army of evil spirits. He
advisesthekingtoat leastmakegeneroussacrificestothegods,whichtake
placeinthecontextofagreatfeast.ForIoasaph,Theudashasaparticularplan
inmind:hishithertomaleretinueshouldbereplacedentirelybybeautifuland
seductivelydressedwomen;ifhehascontinuouscontactwiththem,thenhe
willberapidlymellowed.KingAbennerisconvincedbytheadviceofTheudas,
andhenowhasIoasaphsurroundedbyyoungwomenwhotrybymanymeans
toseducehim,yetintheendtheyfailbecausethoughIoasaphisaffectedby
theseattempts,hehastranscendedpurecorporealdesire.Onlywhenhefalls
inlovewithonegirl,aforeignprincesskeptasahostageatthecourtofthe
king,andwhoishisintellectualequal,doesachangeappeartotakeplace.The
princecanhavereligiousconversationswithher(Figure16.3).

Asapagankeenonconversion,shecitesmanyargumentsinfavorofmar-
riagefromtheNewTestament:itistheevilspiritsofTheudaswhospeakfrom
hermouth.Ioasaphrefusestomarryherbecausehehadpromisedtoremain
single forChrist,andhisgoal is tobecomeamonk.Thereupontheprincess
asksforasinglenightwithhim,afterwhichshewillthenbecomeaChristian.
Ioasaphshouldconsiderit,inheropinion,sinceeventhisunusualmeansof
convertingasinnerisallowed.Ioasaphactuallybeginstowaver,andseeksan
answerthroughprayer.Inadreamhefindshimselfbroughtbysupernatural
beingstoawonderfullandscapeandthentoamagnificentcity,whereavoice
announcestohimthatthisistheplaceofthosewhopleasetheLord.Against
hiswillthesamesupernaturalbeingsleadhimfurther,becausehecouldcome

6 Nachor’smonologueis,surprisingly,analmostcompletecopyoftheApologyofAristides(2nd
centuryAD),whichwasoriginallydirectedattheemperorAntoninusPius.Todayitispre-
servedinitsentiretyonlyinSyriac,butthreepapyrusfragmentsmakeitclearthattheauthor
oftheGreekBarlaamhadthecompleteGreektextoftheApologyathisdisposal,andreworked
it.ThesectiononJudaismaloneisextensivelyreworkedinBarlaam,cf.Barlaam,ed.Volk,
pp.280–01(27,234–248),correspondingtoAristides,Apology,ed.B.Pouderon/M.-J.Pierreavec
lacollaborationdeB.Outtier,M.Guiorgadzé,Aristide Apologie. Introduction, textes critiques, 
traductions et commentaire(SourcesChrétiennes,470),Paris2003,pp.233–35(cap.XIV).
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andfindhisrestthereonlyaftermanytoils;andtheyreachadarkplace, in
whichafurnaceglows.Withinitburnwailingfigures,andworms,createdto
tormentpeople,crawlabout.Avoicedescribesthesiteastheplaceofsinners
whohavesulliedthemselveswithshamefuldeeds.Wakingfromthisapocalyp-
tic dream, the beauty of the nameless princess appears to Ioasaph as more
repulsivethanrotanddung.Thus,Theudas’deceptionremainsunsuccessful,
and Ioasaph sets out to discuss with him fundamental ethical principles.
Duringthecourseof thedebate,Theudas,wellversed in theology,converts,
burnshisbooksofsorceryandspendstherestofhisdaysasaChristianascetic.
Theroyaladvisorsnowrecommendadivisionofthekingdom;thedutiesand
worriesofarulerwouldsooncuretheprinceofhis,whatintheireyeswere,
otherworldlyaspirations.Ioasaphdoesnotobjectandestablishesinhishalfof
the kingdom a flourishing Christian state, that is, he applies the rules and
instructionsfortheconductofanidealprincefoundinaninfluentialmirrorof
princesofthe6thcentury.7Abenner’shalfofthekingdom,bycontrast,stag-

7 NamelythesocalledScheda regiabyAgapetosDiakonos,addressedtotheemperorJus-
tinian.SeeAgapetosDiakonos,Der Fürstenspiegel für Kaiser Iustinianos,ed.R.Riedinger

Figure16.3 Codex Par. gr. 1128 (14th century), Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Barlaam
andJoasaph, fol. 154v: Ioasaph in conversation with the foreign princess. 
Photo:courtesyBnF<http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8452659r/f569.
image>.
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natesandisrockedbycrises.ThisfinallyleadstotheadoptionofChristianity
byKingAbenneraswell;hehandsovertheentirekingdomtohissonandlives
fourmoreyearsasahermituntilhisdeath.Heisfullofregretandemulatesthe
asceticshehadoncecruellypersecuted.

Soonafterthedeathofhisfather,Ioasaphhandsoverhisruletothefaithful
servantBarachias,whoisalsoaChristian,andbeginstosearchforhismaster
andteacherBarlaam.Hesearchesforhimforalongtime,intheprocessover-
coming many attacks by the devil and physical unpleasantries. After they
finallymeettheylivetogetherforyears,andIoasaphsoonsurpassestheaston-
ishedBarlaaminasceticism.Barlaamspends75yearsinthedesertandreaches
the age of about 100, passes away and is buried by Ioasaph. In a dream-like
visionathisgrave,IoasaphrecognizesBaarlamasaninhabitantofthemagnifi-
centcityhehadonceseen.Hecontinuestoliveasanasceticinthedesertand
diesaroundtheageof60.Anotherhermit,whoknewthehourof Ioasaph’s
deaththroughdivinerevelation,burieshiminBaarlam’sgraveandgoestothe
Indian king Barachias.The shared grave of Barlaam and Ioasaph is opened,
andbothcorpsesprovetohavenotdecomposed,andevenproduceawonder-
ful fragrant odor. They are solemnly led to the Indian capital and interred
there. Many miracles occur at their tomb, and in view of these signs many
inhabitantsofneighboringlandsalsoconverttotheChristianfaith.

A The Eastern and Georgian Tradition

1 The Origin of the Text: Research History
FindingadefinitivesolutiontotheproblemoftheoriginoftheGreekBarlaam
romancewasalongjourneyfrom19th–21stcenturies.Thepoliticalsituation,
includingnumerousregionalconflictsandtwoworldwars,reducedresearch
and international contacts, and led to substantial delays in progress. The
Munich-based Byzantinist Franz Dölger (1891–1968) argued in 1943 that the
Barlaam romance was composed by the Georgian monk Euthymios at the
IveronMonasteryonMountAthos,onthebasisoftheGeorgianoriginal.8This
was after Wilhelm Hengstenberg (1885–1963), his colleague in Christian
OrientalStudies,hadfavorablyreviewed,in1933,9thepioneeringstudyofPaul

(ἙταιρείαΦίλωντοῦΛαοῦ.ΚέντρονἘρεύνηςΒυζαντίου,4),Athens1995,or,AgapitoDiacono,
Scheda regia,ed.F.Iadevaia,Messina1995.

8 Cf.Dölger,F.(ed.),Mönchsland Athos,Munich1943,p.50.
9 SeetheshortreviewonPeetersarticlebyW.Hengstenberg, Byzantinische Zeitschrift33

(1933),p.162.
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Peeters(1870–1950)onthisquestion.10Thingschangedimmediatelyafterthe
SecondWorldWar,whenDölgercreatedaglossaryofthewritingsofJohnof
Damascus at the Byzantine Institute of Scheyern Abbey (c.50 km north of
Munich).Healso incorporatedtheBarlaam romance,which,accordingtoa
centuries-oldtradition,wasascribedtotheChurchfatherJohnofDamascus,
whohaddiedbefore754attheMarSabaMonasterynearJerusalem.Dölger
wascertainlyjustifiedindoingthat,becausetheEuthymiostheorywasstillnot
widelyaccepted,havingbeenalreadydisputedin1886byHermannZotenberg
(1836–1909).11The latter,however,alsoquestionedtheauthorshipof Johnof
Damascus.ThequotationsfromJohnofDamascusintheBarlaamromance,
already recognized in 1577 by Jacques de Billy, Zotenberg considered to be
meaningless,12andinsteadconstructedasomewhatfancifultheoryofhisown,
whichsawtheBarlaamromanceastheworkofanotherJohn,amonkofMar
Sabafromthe7thcentury.13Krumbacher’sbookonthehistoryofliterature,for
example, transmitted this theory,14and ithadaneffect for sometimeafter-
ward.15 The result of Dölger’s word index surprised the academic world,
becausehevehementlydefendedtheconclusionthatJohnofDamascus,after
all,wasinfacttheauthorofouredifyingtale.Thiswasbecauseheidentified
themonkJohnfromtheMarSabaMonasteryinthetitle,asJohnofDamascus,
mainlybecauseofthenumerousverbatimborrowingsfromJohn’sdogmatic
writingsinthetext.16Inaddition,DölgergaveparticularweighttotheArabic
Vita ofJohnofDamascus,composedin1085inAntioch,accordingtowhich,of
thefewprimaryworksnamedwithinit“isthestoryofBarlaamandJosaphat,
where he shows all human and divine wisdom.”17 Until quite recently one
couldhavedismissedthissentenceintheArabicVitaofJohnofDamascusasa
suspectedinterpolationinoneofthefewmanuscriptsoftheedito princeps,18
which has virtually no critical apparatus. In the meantime, it has become

10 Peeters,“Premièretraduction”.
11 Cf. Zotenberg, Notice, pp. 7–10, summarized in Volk, Die Schriften des Johannes von 

 Damaskos6/1,pp.52–58.
12 Cf.Zotenberg,Noticep.14.
13 Cf.Zotenberg,Noticep.77.
14 Cf.Krumbacher,Geschichte,p.886–91.
15 Cf.Bees(Βέης),“GeschichtlicheForschungsresultate”,pp.399–400.
16 Cf.Dölger,Barlaam-Roman.Thisbookwascompletedin1948andhadtowaitfiveyearsto

beprinted.Forreactionstoit,andDölger’sandH.-G.Beck’sopinioninfavorofJohnof
Damascus,seeVolk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.49–54.

17 Portillo,“TheArabicLifeofSt.JohnofDamascus”,p.184.
18 Vita Ioannis Damasceni arab., ed. C. Bacha, Biographie de saint Jean Damascène, texte 

original arabe, publié par la première fois,Ḥarīṣa1912.
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certainthatthisexcerptisinfactagenuinepartofthetext,andisfoundinall
thetextualwitnessesofthefirstcriticaledition,whichiscurrentlybeingpre-
paredinMunich.19ItthusappearsthattheearliestattributionoftheBarlaam 
romancetoJohnofDamascus–whateverthereasonsmighthavebeen–origi-
natedneitherintheLatinWestnorinByzantium,butratherintheNearEast.

The argument both of Zotenberg and Dölger however, disregards com-
pletely the problems of the chronology and history of the text.There is, for
example, no indication at all that the Barlaam text – which, as mentioned
above,containssubstantialelementsfromthelifeofBuddha–wasknownin
the7thormiddleofthe8thcenturyinSyriaandPalestine.TheviewofDavid
Marshall Lang (1924–91), Professor of Caucasian Studies in London, is that:
“Dölger’s monograph represents an attempt to reinstate Barlaam in the
Damascene canon, with a view to including this important work in the
Scheyernedition.”20EvenifthisissuewasnottheforemostconcernofDölger,
hisinfluenceonscholarlyopinionwassogreat,aboveallinGerman-speaking
areasandinGreece,thatthefirstcriticaleditionoftheGreekBarlaamromance
appearedbetween2006and2009asthesixthvolume(dividedintotwohalf-
volumes) of the series Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos, edited in
Scheyern.Itwas,however,clearlydesignatedasaspurious,pseudo-epigraphic
work.

2 The Arabic-Oriental Tradition
The Fihrist (Catalogue) of Ibn an-Nadīm († 995 or 998 AD), published in
Baghdadaround938,was,accordingtoitsshortintroduction,anindexofall
bookswritteninArabic,regardlessofwhethertheirauthorshadbeenArabor
hadmerelywritteninArabic.Insixofits10sectionsthereappearbooksabout
Buddha or Bodhisattva.21 They were translated between 767 and 815 from

19 ForthishelpfulremarkIwouldliketowarmlythankheremycolleagueEvaAmbros.
20 Lang,“St.EuthymiustheGeorgianandtheBarlaamandIoasaphromance”,p.309.
21 Cf.Flügel,G.†(ed.),Kitāb al-Fihrist,vol.2:Die Anmerkungen und Indices enthaltend,von

A.Müller,Leipzig1872,p.274:itconcernspages18(Part1:ADescriptionoftheBooksof
theArabsandnon-Arabs,theirlettersandtheirrevealedbooks),119(Part3:WorksonHis-
tory,Biographies,MirrorsforPrincesandGenealogy),163(Part4:Pre-IslamicandIslamic
Poets, theirWorks and their Biographies), 305 (Part 8: Legends, Fables, Magic and the
Like), 345–47 (Part 9:TheTeachings of Non-Monotheistic Sects [Manicheans, Hindus,
BuddhistsandtheAdherentsofChineseReligions])and352(Part 10:Alchemy)of the
purelyArabictextvolumeFlügel,G.†(ed.),Kitāb al-Fihrist,vol.1:Den Text enthaltend,von
J.Roediger,Leipzig1871.Thedescriptionsofthepartsof theFihristaretakenfromthe
GermanWikipediaarticle“Ibnan-Nadīm”)(asofApril15,2013).
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MiddlePersian(Pahlavi).AmongthemtheKitāb Bilawhar wa Būḏāsf22leads
moreorlessdirectlytotheArabic-Ismaeliteworkofthesametitle,whichwas
first printed in 1888/89 in Bombay,23 and was critically edited in 1972 by D.
Gimaret.24Thatthisworkalreadyexistedlongbeforethecompositionofthe
Fihrist proves its reworking in verse (now lost) by Ābān b. ʽAbd al-Ḥamīd
al-Lāḥīqī,apoetwhodiedaround815AD,whoalsorevampedsuchwell-known
workssuchasKalīla wa-DimnaandSindbād.25

TherealsoexistcertainIslamicreworkingsoftheBarlaam textwhichthe
Fihrist doesnotlist;theyarepossiblyearlierthanthisgreatindex,buttheyare
knownthroughmanuscriptslocatedinwesternlibraries.Thisisthecasewith
anabbreviatedversionoftheIsmaeliteKitāb Bilawhar wa Būḏāsf,containedin
Cod. I.g.9 (1687/88 AD), pages 4–58, of the Library of the Morgenländische
Gesellschaft,inHalle.26Thetwomainprotagonistsdonotappearinthetitle,
which in Rehatsek’s translation appears as “This is an abridgment from the
bookofoneofthedistinguishedphilosophersofIndia.Itisabookofeloquent
allusions,pleasinginstructions,andbeautifulmeanings[orideas].”Noproper
namesappear,withtheexceptionofBilawhar(ninetimesintotal),whoisgen-
erally described as an-nāsik (= ascetic); Būḏāsf appears throughout as ibn 
al-malik(=sonoftheking).Thetextbreaksoffduetothelossofseveralleaves
at the point where the decision is made to pursue the departed Bilawhar
(Barlaam)withsoldiers.

AsomewhatdifferentstrandoftheArabictraditionisrevealedinthetheo-
logical work Kitāb ikmāl ad-dīn wa itmām an-ni’ma fī iṯbāt al-ġayba wa kašf 
al-ḥayra(Theperfectionofthereligionandtheendoftheblessings),bythe
ShiitesheikAbūǦaʽfarb.Bābūyaal-Qummīaṣ-Ṣadūq(commonlyknownin
EnglishasIbnBabawayh,†991AD).Eventhoughitisdependentontheplotof
Kitāb Bilawhar wa Būḏāsf,itcontainsthreeparables,absentinthattext,con-

22 Cf.Flügel(s.n.21),vol.1,p.305.
23 Russiantranslation:Rozen,V.R.,Povest’ o Varlaame pustynnike i Iosafe [sic] tsareviche indi-

jskom. Perevod s arabskogo pod redaktsiej i s vvedeniem I.Yu. Krachkovskogo, Moscow –
Leningrad1947.Frenchtranslation:Gimaret,Le livre de Bilawhar et Būdāsf.

24 Gimaret,Kitāb Bilawhar wa Būḏāsf.
25 Cf.Gimaret,Le livre de Bilawhar et Būdāsf,pp.35–36.Onthelatterseeaswellthecontri-

butionsbyB.Krönunginthisvolume.
26 Cf. Gimaret, Le livre de Bilawhar et Būdāsf, pp. 25–27. Edition: Hommel, F. (ed.), “Die

älteste arabische Barlaam-Version”, Verhandlungen des 7. Internationalen Orientalisten-
Congresses, Wien 1886. Semitische Section, Vienna 1888, pp. 115–65. English translation:
Rehatsek,E.,“Bookoftheking’ssonandtheascetic”,The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Soci-
ety of Great Britain and Ireland, New Series22(1890),119–55.
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cerningtheconversionofkingsorsonsofkingswhoareconfrontedbytheir
caducity.27

EvenbythetimetheGeorgianBarlaamhadlongsincedevelopedfromthe
Kitāb Bilawhar wa Būḏāsf, andtheGreekBarlaamfromtheGeorgian(s.below),
thisArabic-Ismaelitetextstillhadsomeinfluence.Intheverylate14thcentury
aPersianversionwascompletedbyNiẓāmad-dīnŠāmī,preserved,amongst
others,inanautographedmanuscriptinLondon.28Earlier,inthe13thcentury,
AbrahamB.Ḥasdāy(†1240)composedtheHebrewversionoftheBarlaamtext
basedonit,entitledBen ham-meleḵ we-han-nazīr(PrinceandDervish).29The
latterisevenmoreremarkablebecausetheArabicKitāb Bilawhar wa Būḏāsf
belongedtothereligiousliteratureofasmallShiiteminoritywithradicalten-
dencies(theIsmaelites),andhadthereforeonlyamarginalimportancewithin
the canon of Islamic Arabic (thus Sunni) literature.30 Yet, the creation of a
HebrewversioninBarcelonademonstratesthatthisheterodoxtextwasknown
eveninSunniSpain.31Significantly,earlierthanthisitserved,asalreadystated,
asabasetextfortheGeorgianversionofBarlaam,throughwhichthisorigi-
nallyBuddhiststoryfounditswayintoChristendom.

3 The Georgian Tradition
LittlewasknownofGeorgianliteratureintheWestwhenZotenbergpresented
bothGreekmanuscriptsoftheBarlaamromance,whichdescribetheworkas
atranslationfromGeorgian,undertakenbytheGeorgianmonkEuthymiosat
MountAthos,theHolyMountain.32Herefusedtoacceptthisclaimashecould
notbelievethattheGeorgianlanguagecouldhaveproducedaworklikethe
Barlaam romancehundredsofyearsago.33EvenwhenDölgerhadonceagain
accepted Euthymios’ authorship over 60 years later, and even argued for it

27 These specific parables are edited and translated into English in S.M. Stern/S. Walzer
(ed.),Three unknown Buddhist stories in an Arabic version. Introduction, text and transla-
tion,Oxford1971.

28 Cf.Gimaret,Le livre de Bilawhar et Būdāsf,pp.43–47.
29 Cf.Gimaret,Le livre de Bilawhar et Būdāsf,pp.47–50andCordoni, Barlaam und Josaphat,

pp.19–22.Edition:A.M.Haberman(ed.),Ben ham-meleḵ we-han-nazīr,TelAviv1950.The
onlyreliableandannotatedtranslationinaEuropeanlanguageis inCatalan:Caldersi
Artís,T.(trans.),El príncep i el monjo d’Abraham ben Šemuel ha-Levi ibn Ḥasday(Orientalia
Barcinonensia,2),Sabadell1987.

30 Niehoff-Panagiotidis,ÜbersetzungundRezeption,pp.173–74.
31 Ibid.,pp.185–86.
32 Cf.Zotenberg,Notice,p.7.Seealsobelow,pp.417–19.
33 Cf.Zotenberg,Notice,p.9.
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morestrongly,34theargument,inreality,hadnotbecomegenerallyaccepted.
ThisisbecausethepassageattheendoftheprologueoftheGeorgianVitaof
Saint John and his son Saint Euthymios, composed by Giorgi Mtʽacʼmideli
(George the Hagiorite, † 1066) around 1044/45, and published in Russian in
1886, was not known to Zotenberg at the time. According to this passage,
EuthymiosnotonlytranslatedmanybooksfromGreekintoGeorgian,butalso
somefromGeorgianintoGreek,amongthemtheBalahvari andtheAbukura.35
InareviewofZotenberg’sstudyin1887/88,BaronViktorRomanovichRozen
(1849–1908) published the passage from the Vita and made it accessible for
scholarsoforientalandByzantineliterature.Moreover,incombinationwith
the two manuscripts named by Zotenberg, he was the first to argue for
Euthymios’ authorship of the Barlaam text.36 Immediately afterwards, this
newtheorygainedtractionwiththediscoveryofwhatwenowknowtobean
abbreviated Georgian version, named Sibrdzne Balahvarisi (The Wisdom of
Balahvar)inamanuscriptlocatedinGeorgia.Itwasfirstmentionedin1885in
aGeorgianpamphlet;37in1888/89NikolajJakovlevichMarr(1865–1934)made
itknowntotheinternationalscholarlycommunity.38Itwascompletelyprinted
firstin1895inGeorgian,39andin1899itsRussiantranslationwaspublished.40

34 Cf.Dölger,Barlaam-Roman,p.29andVolk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,
p.27withn.119.

35 Cf.Tsagareli,A.A.,Svedenija o pamjatnikakh gruzinskoj pis’mennosti[Informationonthe
monumentsofGeorgianliterature],vyp.1,Sankt-Petersburg1886,pp.53–54,onthebasis
ofthefirsteditionofthisVita(1882)accordingtoanoriginallyAthonitemanuscriptof
1074.ThecurrentstandardeditionofI.Abuladze(Tbilisi1967)isfoundedonninemanu-
scriptsintotal;itisthebasisfortheannotatedFrenchtranslationofMartin-Hisard,“La
ViedeJeanetEuthyme”;thepassageinquestionisonp.86,lines71–74.

36 Cf. Zapiski Vostochnago Otdelenija imperatorskago Russkago Arkheologicheskago 
Ob schest va2(1887,printed1888),pp.166–74,especiallypp.172–74.

37 Cf.Kuhn,Barlaam und Joasaph,p.10.
38 Cf. Marr, N., “Mudrost’ Balavara, gruzinskaja versija dushepoleznoj istorii oVarlaame i

Ioasafe”[TheWisdomofBalahvar,aGeorgianversionoftheedifyinghistoryofBarlaam
and Ioasaph], Zapiski Vostochnago Otdelenija imperatorskago Russkago Arkheologiches-
kago Obschestva3(1888,printed1889),pp.223–60.

39 ByE.Taqayshvili,Tbilisi1895.Forthecurrentstandardedition,basedonsixpartiallyfrag-
mentarymanuscriptsof12th/13th–18thcenturies,seebelow,n.48.

40 Dzhavakhov,I.,“Mudrost’Balavara”,Zapiski Vostochnago Otdelenija imperatorskago Russ-
kago Arkheologicheskago Obschestva 11(1897–1898,printed1899),pp.1–48.Thistransla-
tionhasremainedthestandardoneinRussia,althoughbettereditionsoftheGeorgian
text were later produced; it was reprinted under the Georgian name of the translator
I.A.DzhavakhishviliinAbuladze,I.V.(trans.),Balavariani. Mudrost’ Balavara,Tbilisi1962,
pp.115–53.
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Disillusionment quickly set in, because the Sibrdzne Balahvarisi is clearly
shorterthantheArabic-IsmaeliteandtheGreektext,thusitdoesnotcontain
muchofwhatisfoundinthesetwoversions,andfarfewercharactersappear.
Such problems caused the Euthymios theory to be continually viewed with
skepticism.

In the course of cataloguing the Georgian manuscripts of the Jerusalem
PatriarchalLibraryinthe1920s,Codex140wasdiscoveredthere.Accordingto
Blake’sdescription,itcontainedtheSibrdzne Balahvarisiinfol.1r-85r41and,in
fol. 85v-170r, an evidently unknown text of the same length, entitled “Vie et
effortsdubienheureuxIodasapʽ,lefilsduroi,quelesaintBalahvarconvertit,et
quiconvertitsonpère,leroiAbenesetlepaysdel’IndeauserviceduChrist.”42
PaulPeeterswasfullofexpectation,43yetwasnotabletocheck,in1931,onthe
basisofphotographs,Blake’s interestingevidence inhisarticle, inwhichhe
introduced the newly-discovered Latin translation of the Barlaam romance
(BHL979b).44ThistextwaswritteninConstantinoplein1048,anditstitlemen-
tionsatranslationmadefromGeorgianintoGreekbyEuthymios.Thatafatal,
though rather welcome error of Blake was to blame, first emerged in 1957,
whenitwasdiscoveredonthebasisofthenow-microfilmedmanuscript,that
itcontained,infolia1–172,exclusivelyasingle,hithertounknownlongGeorgian
Barlaam text,dividedintothreebooks.ItstitleinEnglishtranslationisthe:Life 
and acts of the blessed Iodasapʽ, son of Abenes, king of the Indians, whom the 
blessed father Balahvar the teacher converted,45whichistodayusuallyknown
as the Balavariani.46Without a doubt this Balavariani47 (for those who can

41 English translation: Lang (trans.), The Wisdom of Balahvar. French translation: Mahé
(trans.),La sagesse de Balahvar.

42 Blake,R.P.,“CataloguedesmanuscritsgéorgiensdelaBibliothèquepatriarcalegrecqueà
Jerusalem”,Revue de l’Orient chrétien25(1925–26),p.141.

43 Cf.Peeters,“Premièretraduction”,p.301.
44 ItsurvivestothisdayinCod.Neapol.B.N.VIII.B.10(14thcentury),fol.416v-502v.In1532,it

apparentlystillexistedasanindependentcodexinMonteCassino,cf.Volk,Die Schriften 
des Johannes von Damaskos 6/1, p. 495 with n. 362. Edition: J. Martínez Gázquez (ed.),
Hystoria Barlae et Iosaphat (Bibl. Nacional de Nápoles VIII.B.10). Estudio y edición(Nueva
Roma,5),Madrid1997.

45 Cf.Lang,“TheLifeoftheBlessedIodasaph”,p.394.
46 Thiscatchytitleisnotattestedinmanuscripts,itwaspropagatedbyGeorgianresearchers

inthesecondhalfofthe20thcentury,aboveallIliaAbuladze;cf.Volk,Die Schriften des 
Johannes von Damaskos6/1,p.98withn.6.

47 Unfortunatelyitisnotquitecomplete:inthemanuscriptaleafhasfallenoutbetween
folios35and36;forthisgapinthetextoftheparableofthemanwiththreefriends–cor-
respondingto,approx.,13.9–39(ed.Volk)oftheGreektext–Langreliedinhistranslation
on the Kitāb Bilawhar wa Būdāsf, the Georgian short version and the Greek Barlaam
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readGeorgianitiseditedsynopticallywiththeabbreviatedversionSibrdzne 
Balahvarisi48), is the link between the Arabic-Ismaelite Kitāb Bilawhar wa 
BūḏāsfandtheGreekBarlaam romance.Itiscurrentlyonlyfoundinasingle
manuscript–incidentallyfromthe11thcenturyandnotfromthe13th–14th,as
statedinBlake’scatalogue–which,inaddition,isthefirstChristianversionof
thetext.ThatitstemplatewasArabicisnotatallsurprising.Georgiawasfor
centuries in close contact with the Caliphate, and was also partially under
Islamicrule;thecapitalTbilisiwas,from655to1122,undertheadministration
of an Arab emir. The Georgian noblemen, although they were Christian,
adopted Arabic names. Even among the close relations of Euthymios the
Athonite,thiswasthecase.Hisfather,wholateradoptedthemonasticname
John,wasoriginallynamedAbulherit,andanunclewasnamedAbuharb.49

B The Byzantine Tradition 

TheGreekBarlaamromance,incontrasttotheuniqueGeorgianexemplar,is
quiteoftentransmittedinmanuscripts.Atthetimeofthepublicationofthe
introductory volume for the critical edition of R.Volk, 219 textual witnesses
wereknown.50However,thesediffermarkedlywithregardtotheircoverage,
rangingfromacompletecodextosmallfragments:suchasaquarterofvellum
leaf(11thcentury)51orasmallstripofpapergluedwithinacodex(14th–15th
centuries),52onwhichasomewhatunusualtitleoftheworkisnoted.Inthe

romance; cf. Lang (trans.), Balavariani, pp. 78–9 with n. 1. For the loss of two leaves
betweenfolia57and58,LangusedinthisspottheidenticaltextofSibrdzne Balahvarisi
(cf.ibid.pp.98–9withn.1).

48 I. Abuladze (ed.), Balavarianis kʽartʽuli redakʽcʽiebi, gamoscʽa gamokʼvleva da lekʽsikʼoni 
daurtʽo[TheGeorgianredactionsoftheBarlaamstory,editedwitharesearchreportand
a lexicon] (Dzveli kʽartʽuli enis dzeglebi, 10), Tbilisi 1957. On the basis of this edition
Tarchnišvili,“Lesdeuxrecensionsdu«Barlaam»géorgien”,pp.67–72clearlypresentsthe
similaritiesanddifferencesofbothtexts.Englishtranslation:Lang(trans.),Balavariani.
Russian translation: Abuladze, I.V. (trans.), Balavariani. Mudrost’ Balavara,Tbilisi 1962,
pp.1–112.

49 OnthefamilyofEuthymioscf.J.Lefort/N.Oikonomidès/D.Papachryssanthou(eds.)avec
lacollaborationd’H.Métrévéli,Actes d’Iviron I: Des origines au milieu du XIe siècle. Édition 
diplomatique. Texte(Archivesdel’Athos,14,1),Paris1985,pp.4–17passim.

50 Cf.Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.240–495.
51 PartofamiscellanyfromAsiaMinoroncelocatedinBerlin,nowinCracow,cf.Volk, Die 

Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.340–42.
52 Onfol.1vofCod.OeWCod.I.1.2°1oftheUniversitätsbibliothekAugsburg,cf.Volk,Die 

Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.293–94.
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meantime,thenumberoftextualwitnesseshasincreasedfurtherto221;more
werefoundinthelowerlayersoftwopalimpsestfragmentsinItaly.53

JustasArabismshavebeendiscoveredintheBalavariani,Georgianexperts
have also come upon different passages in the Byzantine Barlaam text that
couldonlyhavearisenfromaGeorgiantemplate.Themostnotableis,fromthe
perspectiveofcontent,thenonsensicalGreeksentence:“Σήμερονγὰρβρώμασιν
ἡδέοις τὸν φάρυγγα αὐτῶν καταλεάνας, κατάβρωμα τοῖς ἐχθροῖς ὅλους αὐτοὺς
αὔριοντίθησι”54(Todayittickleththeirgulletwithpleasantdainties;tomorrow
itmakeththemnoughtbutagobbetfortheirenemies55).Whoarethese‘ene-
mies’ who appear in all Greek textual witnesses without any variation?The
correspondingpassageoftheBalavariani,wherethispassageonthetransience
oftemporalhappinesshasitsorigin,yieldsanexplanation:“Todayitprepares
thegourmetasumptuousbanquet,andtomorrowitturnshimoverasfoodfor
theworms.”56TheGeorgianexpressions‘forthewormsʼ(matʼltʽa)and‘forthe
enemiesʼ (mtʼertʽa) are relatively similar. The translator of the Balavariani
probablyfoundthewordabbreviatedtomtʼtʽainhismanuscript,possiblyat
theendofaline,sothatthisfalseinterpretationcouldarise.

IfoneweretoassumethattheGreektextarosefirstinthe10thcentury,then
citationsandfiguresofspeechmustappearwhichwereunknowntoJohnof
Damascus.Infactthisisthecase:repeatedlycitedasexamplesinthetextare
nottheauthentichomiliesofJohnChrysostom,butratherthemorecompact
selections compiled by high-ranking official Theodore Daphnopates († ca.
961/963).57Also,thedozensofparallelsbetweentheBarlaamromanceandthe
worksofthefamoushagiographerandhistorianSymeonMetaphrastes(†ca.
987)wouldtheoreticallynotexcludethepossibilitythattheauthorwasJohnof
Damascus,iftheseparallelshadbeencitationsfromtheBar laam romancein
Metaphrastes’texts.58AccordingtoJohannesGrossmann,however,thesepas-
sagesareborrowingsoftheBarlaamauthorfromthemetaphrasticMenologion 
(collection of lives of saints for the twelve months of the year),59 and they

53 OnCod.Laur.plut.57,36,fols.100,103–104and106cf.Arnesano/Baldi,“IlpalinsestoLaur.
plut. 57.36”, pp. 124–25. On Ferrara, Bibl. Ariostea Cod. II,108, fol. 1r cf. Cataldi Palau,
“Unnuovomanoscritto”,p.274.

54 Barlaam,ed.Volk,p.126(12.200–202).
55 Barlaam and Ioasaphp.187,lines1–3(Woodward/Mattingly).
56 Lang(trans.),Balavariani,p.58withn.1.
57 Cf.Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.73–4and120–22.
58 Cf. Volk, “Symeon Metaphrastes–ein Benutzer des Barlaam-Romans”; Volk, “Das Fort-

wirken“;Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.59–60,71–73and141–42.
59 Cf.Grossmann, “DieAbhängigkeitderVitadesBarlaamundIoasaphvomMenologion

desSymeonMetaphrastes”andGrossmann,“Review”,pp.335–36.
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would then also chronologically support the authorship of Euthymios the
Hagiorite.

1 Features of the Greek Text
Sincethetranslationsbythebrothers JeanandJacquesdeBilly intoFrench
(1574)andLatin(1577),60theBarlaam romancehasbeendividedinto40chap-
ters.Itisclearlynotauniformtext;itispreservedinfivetextualfamilies(ato
e),asbecameevidentinthecourseofeditingthetext.

Great hopes were tied up in Cod. V, 3692, from the Ukrainian National
LibraryinKiev,61writtenin1021,andthusstillduringthelifetimeofEuthymios
the Athonite († 1028). Incidentally, it was by far the oldest dated Barlaam
manuscriptwhenitbecameavailableinScheyernattheendof1989.Itcasts
attentiononfamilya,whichoffersareworkedandpolishedtext,62i.e.notthe
oldestbutcertainlythemostconsistentversion,andprobablytheformofthe
textwhichmostcorrespondstothelastwishesoftheauthor.Itwasgenerally
used as the main text inVolk’s edition (2006), while the remaining families
couldbefollowedinthecriticalapparatus.Itisnoteworthythatthepreferred
familyaapparentlyaroseso latethat ithardlycirculatedbeyondAthos,not
eventoConstantinople;other,onlyslightlyolder,textualfamilieshadalready
spreadfarandwide.The17survivingrepresentativesoffamilya,whichinpart
continuedtobecopiedintothe18thcentury,aretodayfoundonAthosorin
Greece, with only three exceptions, but before 2006 they were not used for
anyeditionnortranslation.Itisstrikingthattheoldestmanuscriptsoffam-
ilya,butalsovariousoldBarlaam manuscriptsfromotherfamilies,havelong
since lost their opening leaves. That is perhaps no coincidence,63 since the
GeorgiansonAthosandthememoryofthemtherewasdiscreditedimmedi-

60 Themanuscript,whichbothusedcanbediscerned.ItisParis,Bibliothèquenationalede
France, Par. gr. 1125 (15th century) and it is a representative of family c; cf. Volk, Die 
Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.401–04.

61 Onthehistoryandcharacteristicsofthismanuscript,whichstemsfromAthos,seeVolk,
Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.336–40withfurtherliterature.

62 Particularcharacteristicsoffamilyaarethecorrectionofsome,mainlyBiblical,citations
andthelivelystagingofnumerousdialogues;butspecificnewmistakeshavecreptinas
well(Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.588–90).

63 EspeciallyPatmos,StJohn’sMonastery,cod.8(11thcentury)–amanuscriptoftheimpor-
tantfamilyc(seebelowpp.417–19) – givestheimpressionthatthefirstbi-foliumofits
firstquaternionwasdeliberatelycopiedwithoutitsoriginaltitleandexpertlyexchanged,
becauseintheprocessfamilycwasnotforgotten;onwhatisnowafartoolarge,empty
space,amoreinnocuoustitlewasentered(cf.Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damas-
kos6/1,pp.429–30).
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ately after the death of Euthymios; they were later expelled.64 It is possible
that there was no longer any interest in transmitting a Barlaam title, which
spokeof thetranslationactivityandauthorshipof theGeorgianEuthymios.
Forthetitleofthenewlyeditedtext,R.VolkchoseonefoundinCod.Athous
Laur.K49,anintactmanuscriptofthefamilyafromtheyear1320,whichis
directlyorindirectlydependentontheKievmanuscript.Itcontainsnomen-
tionofEuthymiosasauthor,however,andreads“Anedifyingstoryfromthe
innerlandoftheEthiopians,calledthelandoftheIndians,thencebroughtto
theHolyCitybyJohn,amonkofthemonasteryofSaintSabas.”65Thisformof
thetitle,whichstrictlyspeakingnamesnoauthor,onlythebearerofthetext,
isthemostcommon;usuallyitiselaboratedfurtherwiththefollowingwords
initalics“byJohn,an honourable and virtuous man,amonkofthemonastery
ofSaintSabas”.66

ByzantinescholarsdidnotregardtheBarlaamromanceastheworkofJohn
ofDamascus,butrathervieweditasananonymousbook.Inthe12thcentury,
MichaelGlykascitedtheBarlaamromancethroughouthisworkasatheologi-
calauthority.Twice inhisWorld Chronicleandseventimes inhisexegetical
collection of letters,67 he named it simply as the “divine, blessed or holy
Barlaam”, and thus clearly divided it from the genuine works of John
Damascene,whichhecitedmuchmoreoften.Inlibraryinventoriesweencoun-
teritmerelyas“βιβλίονὁΒαρλαάμ(theBarlaambook)”;italsoappearsinthe
13th century under the entry for πλάσμα (fiction) in the lexicon of Pseudo-
Zonaras,asanexampleofafictivework.68

TheoldestversionoftheBarlaam romance,originatingfromthelastyears
ofthe10thcentury,isinfamilyc,whichsometimelaterbecamethebasisfor
familya.Itssurvivingmanuscriptsarespreadfarandwideandarenotalways
particularlyold,yettheyareofgreatimportanceforexplainingtheauthorship.
Amongothermanuscripts,thosewiththedesignationsL(=Paris,Bibliothèque
nationaledeFrance,Par.gr.1771[secondhalfofthe14thcentury],fol.181v-281v)
andM(=Venice,BibliotecaNazionaleMarciana,cod.gr.VII,26[12th–13thcen-
turies])belongtofamilyc inVolk’snewedition.Anddespitetheirrelatively
youngage,theymentionthetranslationofthetextintoGreekbyEuthymios

64 Cf.Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.63–64.
65 “ἹστορίαψυχωφελὴςἐκτῆςἐνδοτέραςτῶνΑἰθιόπωνχώρας,τῆςἸνδῶνλεγομένης,πρὸςτὴν

ἁγίανπόλινμετενεχθεῖσαδιὰἸωάννουμοναχοῦμονῆςτοῦἁγίουΣάβα”.
66 “διὰἸωάννουμοναχοῦ,ἀνδρὸςτιμίουκαὶἐναρέτου,μονῆςτοῦἁγίουΣάβα”.
67 ThereferencesarecollectedtogetherinBarlaam,ed.Volk,p.492.
68 Cf.IoannesZonaras,Lexicon,ed.J.A.H.Tittmann,2vols.,Leipzig1808(repr.Amsterdam

1967),vol.2,col.1555.
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theHagioriteintheirtitles.Bothmanuscriptsareexcellentrepresentativesof
familyc.ManuscriptLtransmitssomeknowledgeofEuthymiosinitsrevealing
title“Edifyingchapters,broughtfromtheinnerlandoftheEthiopiansintothe
territoryoftheByzantinesandtranslatedfromthedialectoftheEthiopians
intotheGreeklanguagebyEuthymiostheGeorgian,theveryholymonk,who
also became teacher of the Great Lavra of Saint Athanasios on the Holy
Mountain”.69ThedubiousmonkJohnoftheMarSabaMonastery,who,accord-
ingtothemostcommonformofthetitle,issupposedtohavebroughtoverthe
text,doesnotappearatall.Inotherrespects,too,thisratherunassumingcodex
isnoteworthy.Itconsistsofthesametypeofpaperthroughoutandcontains,
onfol.1r-159r,thewell-knownChronicleofConstantineManasses(c.1118–1187),
then, on fol. 160r-181r, extracts from the Life of Andreas Salos (BHGn 117e-f).
Beginningonfol.181visthe,well-hiddenasitwere,Barlaamromance.70Itwas
apparently completed in great haste, perhaps in a library visited for a short
timeonly,byatleastfivecopyists,whoapparentlyalternatedwitheachother
forshortintervals.71Attheendoffol.281v,theBarlaamtextbreaksoffinthe
32nd chapter, perhaps the copyists had to end their work prematurely. The
codexthenendsatfol.283v.

ManuscriptMoriginallyhadatitleonfol.1rwhichwaserased.Itfilledthe
spacewhichisnowtakenupbyanornamentalbeamandthefirsttwolinesof
thecurrenttitle.Thelatterwaswrittenbyahandofthe15thcentury,whichleft
manytracesinthecodex(initials,marginalia).72Itremainsunclearwhether
thisnewtitlerepresentsarepetitionoftheoriginal,orwastakenfromanother
exemplar.ThecurrenttitlehaslittleincommonwiththatofmanuscriptL,but
ratherremindsoneofthetitleoftheLatintranslation(BHL979b)of1048;per-
hapsitmightstemfromaLatinwhoconfusedtheGreekὑπόwithὑπέρ.Itreads
“Edifyingsermon,broughtfromtheinnerlandoftheEthiopianstotheHoly
CitybyJohn,amonkofthemonasteryofSaintSabas,andtransferredfromthe
GeorgianintotheGreeklanguagefor[sic]Euthymios,anhonorableandpious

69 “ΛόγοιψυχωφελεῖςμετενεχθεῖσαιἀπὸτῆςτῶνΑἰθιόπωνἐσωτέραςχώραςεἰςτὴνῬωμαίωνγῆν
καὶ μεταβληθεῖσα [sic] ἀπὸ τῆς τῶν Αἰθιόπων διαλέκτου ἐπὶ τὴν Ἑλληνίδα γλῶσσαν παρὰ
Εὐθυμίου τοῦ ἁγιωτάτου μοναχοῦ τοῦ Ἴβηρος, τοῦ καὶ γεγονότος καθηγητοῦ τῆς μεγάλης
λαύραςτοῦἁγίουἈθανασίουτοῦἉγίουὌρους”.

70 Infactininstancesofearlycataloging,theBarlaamromancewasnotrecognizedinthis
formerCodexColbertinus5227,whichperhapsfacilitatedthe‘preservation’ofitsmoreor
lessoriginaltitle.In1832thefirsteditorJean-FrançoisBoissonade(1774–1857)spokeof
17Parisiancodices regii;the18th,unknowntohim,isPar.Gr.1771,ourmanuscriptL.

71 Onenoticesthemultiplechangesofhandsonfolia196r,198v,202r,235r,241r,270vand
278v.

72 Cf.Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.477–82.
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man,theso-calledGeorgian.”73AsinthetitleoftheLatintranslationof1048 
(Hystoria Barlae et Iosaphat de interiori Ethiopia deducta per Iohannem venera-
bilem monachum monasterii sancti Sabe in Heliam urbem et translata in Eolico 
per Eufinium sanctum virum),theMonkJohnoftheMarSabaMonastery,who
brought the text to Jerusalem,andEuthymios,who translated it intoGreek,
appeartogether.WereadinapleasantlysoberreviewofDölger’sbook,that
most probably the title’s second part with Euthymios’ name felt out, which
allowedforJohnofMarSaba’sidentificationwiththeDamascene.74

Aclearinstanceoftheoriginalityoffamilycisthefactthatitsbestrepre-
sentatives in 14.108–109 (ed. Volk) contribute an excerpt which is strictly
necessaryforthemaintext,andismissingfrompreviouseditions.Alreadyin
itspoorerrepresentatives,aswellasinfamiliesa, b andd (familyehasatext
abridgement)thisextracthasdisappeared.75Furthermorethetextoffamilyc
is closer to a papyrus fragment of the cited Apology of Aristides than the
reworkedtextoffamilya.76ThesameholdstrueforacitationfromtheMirror 
of PrincesofAgapetos.77ForacomparisonoftheparallelsbetweentheBarlaam 
text and the Menologion of Symeon Metaphrastes, family c is also the most
useful.

Family b, which in its formative phase lay between family c and a, had
already branched out widely by the 11th century. This is worth mentioning,
sincearepresentativeofthefamily,whichhasnotsurvivedmusthaveborne
theEuthymiostitle,andservedastheexemplarfortheaforementionedLatin
translation,whichwascompletedin1048inConstantinople.78

Already by the 11th century, family e was systematically reworked on the
basisoffamiliescandb;theformerdoesnotappearanymoreafterthe13th
century.Itstextishighlyabridged,longertheologicaldiscussionsandprayers
are practically always skipped, the language is robbed of its many beautiful
formulations, and an entire parable is simply omitted.79Yet, the plot of the
Barlaamromanceismadeaccessibletothereaderthroughout.Itwasprobably

73 “Λ<όγος ψυχ>ωφελὴς ἐκ τῆς ἐνδοτέρας τῶν Αἰθιόπων χώρας πρὸς <τὴν ἁγ>ίαν πόλιν
μετενεχθεὶς διὰ Ἰωάννου μοναχοῦ μονῆς τοῦ ἁγίου Σάββα, ἐπικομισθεῖσα [sic] δὲ ἀπὸ τῆς
Ἰβήρων πρὸς τὴν Ἑλλάδα γλῶσσαν ὑπὲρ [sic] Εὐθυμίου ἀνδρὸς τιμίου καὶ εὐσεβοῦς τοῦ
λεγομένουἼβηρος”.

74 Abramowski, L., “[Besprechung von Dölger, Barlaam-Roman]”, Zeitschrift für Kirchen-
geschichte69(1958),p.146.

75 OnthisissueseeVolk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,p.584.
76 Cf.Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.132and584–85.
77 Cf.Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,p.585.
78 Seeabove,pp.413,418and419.
79 Cf.Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.593–94.
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atonetimemorewidespreadthatitsonlyfivesurvivingwitnesseswouldsug-
gest, all of which are not directly dependent on one another. Its oldest
representative is the preciously illuminated Cod. Athous Iviron 463 (ca. a.
1075);itsabridgedtext,was,inthe13thcentury,directlytranslatedinitsmar-
ginsintoOldFrench.80

Theoldestsurvivingwitnessesoffamilydfirststemfromthe14thcentury,
yetthisfamilywaslonglasting.Itwaswidespreadinmanuscriptsintothe19th
century, and was even printed by S. Kechagioglou (Athens 1884), and trans-
lated intoRussianshortlyafterwards.Elementsof families cand bare tobe
foundinfamilyd,nothinghoweveroffamilyadisseminated.Inoneinstance,
familydalsobecamedecisiveforthemaintext.Notonlyintheneweditionof
Volk, but already in Woodward / Mattingly (1914) (who used the edition of
Kechagioglouwithoutindicatingit),itwasutilizedtofillagap.81 

There were numerous illuminated manuscripts of the Barlaam romance;
someofthem,aswellastheirtraces,havesurvivedtothepresentday.82Cod.
AthousIviron463(c.1075)has79remainingminiaturesthatcontainnocap-
tions;otherswerelostwhentheirleavesfellout.Asidefromthiscodex,three
differentillustrationcyclesarepresentlyknown.Ofthefirst,onlythecaptions
ofalostexemplarhavesurvivedinthemarginsofCodexOeWCod.I.1.2°1,of
theUniversitätsbibliothekAugsburg(15thcentury);despitegapswithinitand
leavesfallenout,therearestill123surviving.83Seventy-twomotifswithcap-
tions84canbediscernedinasubgroupofmanuscripts,whichappear inthe
criticalapparatusofVolk,withthedesignationsO,O’andO’’.Finally,thereare
197motifsinCod.Par.gr.1128(14thcentury),85andsomemanuscriptsrelated
toitonlybearthecaptions.

80 Thewholetranslationhasnotyetbeenpublished;fewfragmentswereeditedbyP.Meyer,
“Fragmentsd’uneanciennetraductionfrançaisedeBarlaametJoasaphfaitesurletexte
grecaucommencementdutreizièmesiècle”,Bibliothèque de l’École des Chartes27(1866),
pp.314–34.AneweditionbyE.Egedi-Kovácsisinpreparation,seeEadem,“AuCarrefour
dediversescultures”.

81 Cf.Barlaam and Ioasaph,ed.Woodward/Mattinglyp.122.24–26,andBarlaam,ed.Volk,
p.87(9.96–98).

82 Cf. Der Nersessian, L’illustration du roman de Barlaam et Joasaph, consisting of a text
volumeandanalbumcontainingreproductions.

83 Cf.Volk,Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos6/1,pp.289–91and525–36.
84 An edition of their captions is in Volk, Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos 6/1,

pp.536–46.
85 An edition of their captions is in Volk, Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos 6/1,

pp.546–81.
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 Conclusion

The Barlaam romance, dependent on a couple of oriental precedents, itself
standsonceagainatthebeginningofalongdevelopment.FromByzantiumit
movedfarbeyondtheboundariesoftheGreek-speakingworld,andspread,by
meansofearlytranslationsintoLatin,ArabicandOldChurchSlavonic,along
a north to south trajectory from Iceland to Ethiopia, and west to east from
PortugaltoRussia.Itoftenbelongstotheearliestliterarymonumentsofthese
respective national literatures. Through the activity of Jesuit missionaries,
BarlaamenteredtheTagalog,Tamil,ChineseandJapaneselanguages.Soarose
acurioussituationwhereBuddhistswereproselytizedbyChristiansusingan
originally Buddhist text. For those of us in the West as well, the Barlaam 
romanceisultimatelybehindmuchsensationalistrevelatoryliterature,such
astheJesusinIndialegend.Asalreadydiscussed,itwasalongjourneybefore
theBarlaamromancecouldbesatisfactorilydatedandascribedtoamoreor
lessdefiniteauthor.Thescholarlyconsensustodayisthatthetextwascom-
posedaround1000AD.JohnofDamascusisnolongerbelievedtobeitsauthor,
yetwhetherEuthymiosonlydeliveredarawGreektranslationfromtheorigi-
nalGeorgian,andanunknownpersonthenexpandedittocreatetheBarlaam
romanceaswehaveit,orwhetherhepersonallywrotetheentireGreektext,
wecannotbesure.This,possiblyfutilediscussion,hasjustbegun.
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Chapter17

The Wisdom of the Beasts: The Arabic Book of Kalīla 
and Dimna and the Byzantine Book of Stephanites 
and Ichnelates

Bettina Krönung

A The Arabic Book of Kalīla wa-Dimna 

ThebeginningofthebookofKalīla and Dimna.Thisbookbelongstothe
collectedexemplaandnarrativescompiledbyIndianscholars,whowrote
thesestoriesdownintheirmostsuperbnarrativeperfectioninorderto
achieve their aim. It has always been so, that scholars of all religious
communities and languages accordingly aspire to make themselves
understood,andtothisendtheyemployanyandallliterarydevicesas
wellastheircompleteintellectualcapacity.Andsoitwasalsooneoftheir
devicesthattheyplacedeffectiveandeloquentspeechinthemouthsof
four-footedbeastsandbirds.Severalinterrelatedreasonsinducedthem
todoso.First,theyfoundinthisdevicetheopportunitytoexpressthem-
selvesinatrulyfreemannerandtoexploreawidefieldofsubjectmatter.
Second,theworkcombinesentertainmentandwisdom:onaccountof
the latter the philosophers choose it, on account of the former, those
withsimpletastes.Andwithregardtostudentsofallageswhodevote
themselveszealouslytostudy,theywilleasilybeabletorememberwhat
theyhaveread.1

Thisprologue,translatedoutofArabic,isattributedtothePersianauthorIbn
al-Muqaffa‘(=IM),whointhe8thcenturywiththekitābKalīla wa-Dimna(=
KwD)laidthefoundationforoneofthemostpopularandwidelydisseminated
texts in world literature.The KwD circulated not only in every oriental lan-
guage,butalsoinallthelanguagesoftheEuropeanMiddleAgesaswellasin
Byzantium,whereithadtheGreektitleStephanites kai Ichnilates.Inhispro-
logue,IMhimselfanticipatestheprimaryreasonsforthebook’soverwhelming
popularity,whichtranscendedeveryculturalboundaryandlanguagebarrier.
OfIndianprovenance,theworkiscomposedofexemplaandnarratives,and

1 Ibnal-Muqaffa‘,Kalīla wa-Dimna,ed.Cheikho,p.45(correspondstoed.‘Azzām,p.3).
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arisesoutofacommonnecessityexistingineveryculture–theneedforintel-
lectuals to make themselves intelligible to their readers, a task for which
exemplaarewellsuited.TheKwDisknowninmodernityprimarilyforitscolor-
fulillustrationsoftheanimalstories–depictionsthatarepreservedinboth
orientalandseveralEuropeanmanuscripts.2However,the“exemplaandnar-
ratives”(arab.amṯālandaḥādīṯ)inthefirstsentenceofIM’sprologuearenot
limitedonlytoanimalstoriesinthesenseofLaFontaine’sfable,butincludeall
kindsofexempla,3asisclear,forinstance,inthechaptersentitled“Traveller
andGoldsmith,”“King’sSonandHisCompanions,”and“AsceticandHisGuest.”
Moreover,inhisuseofthetermmaṯal(example)bothintheprologueaswell
as in later parts of the KwD, IM designates a variety of individual narrative
units,whichmaybeclassifiedaccordingtomodernnotionsasmanydifferent
typesofmicrotexts,suchasfables,parables,proverbs,aphorisms,andallego-
ries.4 The work is thus characterized by the use of literary forms that are
suitableasmeansofexpressionforintellectualsfromeveryculture;theiruse,
therefore,cannotbeisolatedtoaspecificculturalenvironment.Withrespect
tosubjectmatter,this literaryformimposesnolimitationsupontheauthor,
sincetheexemplarynarrativeunitsoffertheopportunityforcompletelyfree
self-expression;therefore,theauthorcanexposetheweaknessesofpeopleand
affairsinsocietyandpoliticswithoutprejudice.Asfarastheaudienceiscon-
cerned, the work contains something for everyone: for the philosophers,
wisdom;forsimpleminds,amusement;andforthosewhodevotethemselves
zealouslytostudy,memorizingwhattheyhavereadwillbeeasy.Theseaspects
werealreadyidentifiedbyIMhimselfasthemostimportantelementsofthe
KwD’srecipeforsuccessasapremoderninternationalbestseller.Ofcourse,IM
could not have guessed that his Arabic adaptation of the literary material,
whichinessencecanbetracedbackthrougha(nolongerextant)6th-century
MiddlePersianversiontoa(likewisenolongerextant)versionoftheIndian
Pañcatantra,5wouldactuallyconstitutethebasisforthevastmajorityofother

2 OntheKwD’sillustrations,seeBrockelmann,“Kalīlawa-Dimna”,p.506;Grube,“Prolegomena”;
Bizzarri,“L’imageenchâssée”;Kinoshita,“Translatio/n”,p.380,n.48.Seealsothevolumes
publishedtomarktheexhibitionofms.Munich,BayrischeStaatsbibliothek,Cod.arab.616
(14th century): Fansa/Eckhard (eds.), Von listigen Schackalen, and Fansa (ed.), Tierisch 
moralisch.

3 Onthehistoryofthefabula’ssignificanceandhowitacquiredthelimitedmeaningof“animal
story”throughLaFontaine’santhologies,seeHolzberg,“Äsop”.

4 Onthissubject,seealsoChraïbi,“DeKalîlaetDimna”,pp.43–44,andForster,“Fabelund
Exempel”,whichexaminesthesecondchapteroftheKwDinlightofthevarioustypesofnar-
rativemodels(accordingtodefinitionsgivenbymodernliterarycritics)appearingthere.

5 Seealson.11below.
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offshootsoftheKwDandwouldthusplayacriticalroleinthehistoryofthe
work’stransmission.Norcouldheforeseethathistextwouldtodayconstitute
theoldesttransmittedversionofthework–asidefromaSyriactranslationof
the (no longer extant) Middle Persian text produced in 570 CE by a certain
Bōḏ.6

1 Narratological Structure and Content in the KwD by Ibn al-Muqaffa‘
The KwD’s specialanduniquecharm,whichcontinues tocaptivate modern
readers,doesnotowesomuchtothenarrativeitselfandtheindividualexem-
plauponwhichitisbased,butrathertothewayinwhichthesestorieswere
assembledinordertocreatealargerwhole.Yettheindividualexemplaarenot
connectedinanarbitraryway,noraretheystitchedtogetherintoamerecol-
lectionofstoriesorganizedaccordingtotheirtextualcontent.Rather,theyare
integrated into an overarching narrative frame that encompasses both the
individualchaptersaswellastheentirework.Theframenarrativethuscreates
ahighernarrativelevelencompassingthecollectedstoriesinadditiontocreat-
ing thematic and chronological cohesion between the individual chapters.
This feature distinguishes the so-called oriental (also called “dramatic” or
“dynamic”) frame from its counterpart in the Western Middle Ages – the
instructiveorstaticframework,whichwefindforinstanceinAesop’scollec-
tionsoffables.7

TheframestoryoftheKwDunquestionablytracesbacktoitspredecessor,a
6th-centuryMiddlePersianversionthatisnolongerextant.8Itisshapedbya
conversation between two fictional characters, the Indian king Dabšalim

6 Theso-calledolderSyriactranslationwiththetitleQalīlagwḎamnagispreservedinonlyone
manuscriptfromthe16thcentury;ithasappearedintwoeditions:Kalilag und Damnag,ed.
G. Bickell, Leipzig 1876 (with an introduction byT. Benfey), and Kalila und Dimna, ed.
F.Schulthess,vol.I–II,Berlin1911(bothincludeaGermantranslation).Themostimportant
aspectofthisSyriacversionisthatthroughcomparisonwithIM’sversion,itprovidesuswith
aprettygoodideaofhowtheMiddlePersiantextmusthavelooked;seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s 
voyage,pp.1–2.Seealsobelow,n.8and13,andp.444.

7 See Lasater, Spain to England; Picone, “Tre tipi”;Taylor, “Frames eastern and western”,
p.28.

8 AcomparisonoftheArabictextwiththeolderSyriacversion,whichitselfconstitutesanin-
dependenttranslationoftheMiddlePersiantext,showsthattheframenarrativewasalready
presentinBurzōē’sMiddlePersianversionoftheKwD(seen.6,13and17).Althoughtheframe
narrative of the KwD resembles the Indian frame stories in the Pañcatantra and the
Mahābhārata,ithasnodirectIndianmodel.Thenamesoftheprotagonistsoftheframestory,
DabšalimandBidpai,arefictionalandhavelikewisenoprecursorinIndianliterature.Fora
detaileddiscussion,seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.18–23.
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and his philosopher, Bidpai. The latter’s purpose is to expound the general
ethicalquestionsposedbythekingatthebeginningofeachchapterandtheir
correlation to the chief problems of government and politics by means of
exemplarystories.Regardingtheoverallscope,thefirstsixofthe15chapters
formingthebodyoftheArabicKwDmakeupthemainsectionoftheentire
work.9Asidefromthesecondchapter,whichwasaddedbyIM,10thesechap-
terscanbetracedbacktotheveryfirstversionofthework–namelytotheno
longerextantrecensionofIndianPañcatantra,whichusedthePersianauthor
Burzōēasamodel.11Atthesametime,thechaptersrepresentthework’smain
core,whichexistedunchangedinalltheearlyderivativeversionsofIM’sKwD,
andtheyalllargelyadheretothecommonthemeoffriendship,atopicprede-
termined by the frame story.12Thus, the philosopher Bidpai is asked by the
IndiankingDabšalimtodiscussthefollowingquestions:Howisthefriendship
of two men transformed into hostility and hatred through the perfidious
interventionofaconnivingperson?(“LionandOx”)Whatfateawaitsthecon-
niverasaresultofhisactionsinthefirstchapter?(“InvestigationofDimna”)
What does a sincere, indestructible friendship look like? (“Ring-dove”) Is it
possibletomakeanenemyone’s friend?(“OwlsandCrows”)Andhowdoes
someonewhohasobtainedthiscovetedblessing(namely,agoodfriendship)

9 Thereare15chapterswithouttakingintoaccounttheKwD’sprologues (seealsobelow,
pp.434–38).Henceforththeorderofthechapterscorrespondstothemanuscriptedited
byCheikho(seebelow,p.446);however,thechapter“KingofMice”,whichispartofthe
originalcollection,ismissingfromthismanuscript(seebelow,n.16and59).

10 Onthisseebelow,pp.443–44.
11 BasedonthefindingsofBenfey,Panschatantra,thefirsttranslatoroftheSanskritwork

Pañcatantra,aswellasthoseofHertel,Das Pañcatantra,andF.Edgerton,The Panchatan-
tra Reconstructed (AmericanOrientalSeries,2–3),2vols.,NewHaven1924,scholarship
todayisstillessentiallyinagreementthattheremusthavebeenaSanskritoriginal(also
knownasaProto-Pañcatantra)thatisnolongerextantandservedasamodelforthefirst
fivechaptersofBurzōē’sMiddlePersianKwD.ThetexttransmittedunderthenamePañ-
catantratothepresentdaythusmerelyrepresentsalater,independentreworkingofthis
original;however,theTantrākhyāyka,anancientIndianbookoffablesfromaround300
CE,isconsideredtobethemostimportantbasisfortheoriginaltext.TheTantrākhyāyka
waseditedandtranslatedintoGermanbyHertel;seeTantrākhyāyka,ed.andGermantrans.
J.Hertel,Berlin1909–1910.Theonlycertainterminus ad quemfortheoriginoftheIndian
originalisthedatingoftheMiddlePersiantranslationoftheKwDtothereignoftheSas-
sanidking,ChosrauAnuschirwan(531–579)(onthisseebelow,pp.434–35).Forthehis-
tory of scholarship on the Pañcatantra, see De Blois, Burzōy’s voyage, p. 1; Marzolph,
“Fabeln”,p.222;Hámori,“Shameful”,pp.189–90;Brockelmann,“Kalīlawa-Dimna”,p.593,
andRiedel,“KalilawaDemna”,p.387.

12 SeeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,p.13and61;Chraïbi,“DeKalîlaetDimna”,p.48.
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loseitagain?(“ApeandTortoise”).Thenextchapter(“AsceticandWeasel”)is
ratherlooselyrelatedtotheprecedingchaptersandtreatsthethemeoffriend-
shiponlyinanindirectway:Bidpaidiscusseswhatisinstoreforapersonwho
actshastilyanddoesnotconsidertheconsequencesofhis/heractions(namely,
the death of a close friend). The remaining nine chapters are substantially
shorterthantheaforementionedchaptersbelongingtothecoreofthework.
The first five of these chapters, as well as the five aforementioned chapters
from the Pañcatantra (Ch. 1 and Ch. 3–6), found their way via the Persian
Burzōēintothe(nolongerextant)MiddlePersianversionoftheKwD,afact
which is unanimously accepted in modern scholarship.13 One of them is
unique,inthatitcanbetracedbacktoaBuddhistlegend;14threeinturnorigi-
nate in the Brahmanic Mahābhārata,15 while only one, “King of Mice,” is
presumedtohaveoriginatedfromBurzōē’sownpen.16Thesubjectstreatedin
thesechaptersdealwiththefollowingquestions:Howcanakingbestprotect
his government? (namely by means of clemency – “Iladh, Schadram and
Iracht”);Howcanarulerfindaloyaladviser?(“KingofMice”);Isitpossibleto
profitfromone’senemies–andifso,how?(“MouseandCat”);Whatcanbe
expected from vengeful people who distrust each other? (“King and Bird”);
Why it is fitting for one who was unjustly punished to receive pardon and

13 AcomparisonoftheArabicversionwiththeolderSyriacversionshowsthattheafore-
mentionedtenchapterswerealreadypartoftheBurzōē’sMiddlePersianversionofthe
KwD(seeabove,n.6).

14 IntheArabicmanuscripts,thisstorybearsthetitle,“Iladh,SchadramandIracht”,butDe
Blois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.13,61–62and66–73,designatesitaccordingtoitscontentas
“King and 8 Dreams”. In the manuscript edited by Cheikho and ‘Azzām, this chapter
comesimmediatelyafterthefirst6chapters,whileitistenthinDeSacy’ssequence;on
theorderofindividualchaptersinthevariousversionsandArabicmanuscripts,seeDe
Blois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.62,66–73.

15 Thesearethestories”MouseandCat”(Mahābh.XIIch.138),“KingandBird”(Mahābh. 
ch.139)and“TheLionandJackal”(Mahābh. ch.111).Thesethreestorieswerepreservedas
acohesiveblockinmostoftheearlyversions(exceptfortheHebrewandancientSpanish
versions,onthisseebelow,p.447)andinalmostalltheArabicmanuscripts.SeeDeBlois,
Burzōy’s voyage,pp.13,61–62and66–73.

16 Nöldeke, Die Erzählung vom Mäusekönig, has shown that this chapter definitely has a
MiddlePersianorigin,notanIndianone.However,itisstillunclearwhythestoryistrans-
mittedinonlyafew(albeitalsoinoneoftheoldest)Arabicmanuscriptsandinonlya
smallnumberoftheearlyderivativeversions(namelyintheolderSyriactranslationand
inrecensionBδoftheByzantineStepahnites kai Ichnilates).In‘Azzām’sedition,thischap-
teris8thinthesequence,whileitisomittedaltogetherintheeditionsofCheikhoundDe
Sacy. See De Blois, Burzōy’s voyage, pp. 13–14, 62 and 66–73. On this chapter, see also
below,n.59.
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recompensefromtheking?(“LionandJackal”).Onlythelastfourchapters,the
orderofwhichvariesconsiderablyinthevariousArabicmanuscriptsandin
theearlyderivativeversions,probablytracebacktoIMhimself.17Thefollowing
questionsare treatedhere:What is the fateofapersonwhoshowsbenevo-
lence to someone from whom he can expect no thanks? (“Traveller and
Goldsmith”); How is it possible that an ignorant man obtains dignity and
happiness, while the clever man gets into trouble? (“King’s Son and his
Companions”); How does someone who has experienced a tragedy himself
guardagainstbringingthesamefateuponanother?(“LionessandHorseman”);
Whenapersonwho,insteadofspendinghistimeinhisusualpursuits,takes
upanew, strangeone,howdoeshecopewhenhe finallyhas togive itup?
(“AsceticandHisGuest”).Allotherstoriesappearing insomeArabicmanu-
scriptsandderivativeversionsare lateradditionsanddonotbelong to IM’s
originalcollectionoftexts.18

Ineachofthefifteenchapters,theinitialexemplum–toldbythephiloso-
pherBidpaiasanillustrationofeachrespectivetopictobediscussed–creates
aseparate,self-containedframestory,whichinturnisilluminatedbyanum-
berofsubsidiaryexempla.Thisresultsinacomplexnarrativeconstructwitha
clear hierarchy of intricately interwoven narrative levels. Each subordinate
narrativeoccupiesadeliberatelychosenposition–asingularplaceinwhich
thenarrativerevealstheintendedsenseoftheoverarchingstory.Thetransi-
tionsbetweenthesuperiorandsubordinatenarrativelevelsarealwaysmarked
inbothdirectionsbyaspecific formandfollowclearnarratological rules in
otherwaysaswell.19Thisnestednarrativestructure,alsoknownas“Chinese
boxtechnique”andwhichBürgeldescribedas“nestinglikeRussiandolls,”20is

17 The only extant manuscript of the older Syriac edition breaks off after the previously
mentionedchapterstakenfromtheMiddlePersianversion.Thus,itisimpossibletoprove
withoutadoubtthatthesefourchaptersoftheArabicKwDdidnotalsobelongtothis
(andthereforetothePersian)collection.Butbecausethesechaptershaveacharacterall
oftheirown,itishighlyprobablethatIMauthoredthem;onthis,seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s 
voyage,p.13.FormoreonthechaptersaddedbyIMandtheirorigin,seebelow,pp.440–45.

18 Forexample,thetwostories“TwoKingfishersandWhimbrel”and“Dove,Fox,andHeron”
attheendoftheolderHebrewandSpanishversionandinsomeArabicmanuscripts,on
thisseeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.12and62.

19 Thus, the narrative progress always proceeds from the next highest to the next lowest
levelorviceversa,anditisneverthecasethatalevelisskippedover.Stringingtogether
multiple stories on a single level is also avoided. On methods of achieving cohesion
amongthevariousdiegeticlevels,seeBossong,“Sémantique”,andNiehoff-Panagiotidis,
Übersetzung,pp.102–05.

20 Bürgel,“Nachwort”,p.275.
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anothercharacteristicoforientalframestories–especiallyfamousforitsuse
in1001 Nights.

Thisnarrativenesting,characteristicoftheentireKwD,isclearlyillustrated
inapassagefromthefirstandlongestchapter(“LionandOx”),inwhichthe
twojackalsandtitlecharactersoftheentirework,KalīlaandDimna,appearas
protagonists.21Atthebeginningofthischapter,thephilosopherBidpaiisasked
by the Indian king to explain how the friendship of two men can be trans-
formedintohostilityandhatredbytheperfidiousinterventionofathirdparty.
First,thistopicwillbetreatedonthefirstnarrativelevelusingtheexemplum
titled“LionandOx,”whichsimultaneouslyactsasaframestoryfortheentire
chapter.Thesettingofthisexemplumistheanimalkingdom,ruledoverbythe
lion.WhenthebullŠatraba22straysintothiskingdomanderuptswithaloud
bellow,thispreviouslyunknownsoundcausedsomuchfearinthelionthathe
nolongerdaredtoleavehisdwelling.Thisbehaviorarousesthedesireofthe
jackalDimna,amemberoftheking’scourt,towinthetrustofthelioninorder
toknowthereasonsforhisreclusivenessandthusworkhiswayintoaprivi-
legedrankintheroyalcourt.InanextensivedialoguebetweenDimnaandhis
brother Kalīla, the latter tries to dissuade the former from undertaking his
plan,becauseitisnotinaccordancewiththeirranktointerfereintheruler’s
affairs.HoweverDimnacannotbedissuadedfromhisplan,andhefinallyman-
agestoreachthekingof theanimalsandwinhisconfidence.Afterthe lion
finallyconfidestoDimnathereasonforhisreclusiveness,thejackalexplores
theoriginofthefearsomeroarandbringsŠatrabatohim.Thebullthengradu-
allyrisesinrankuntilhebecomesoneofthelion’sclosestconfidantsandinso
doingprovokestheenvyofDimna.HowDimnaplotstodoawaywithhisrival
andhowheplaysthelionandthebulloffeachotherthroughcunningmanipu-
lative strategies are described at length. Even Kalīla’s admonishing words
cannotdeterDimnafromhisintrigues,andattheendofthechapter,abloody
battlebetweenthelionandbulltakesplace,inwhichthelatterloseshislife.23

Oneofthemanysubsidiarynarrativesof this framestory ispresentedby
DimnaafterhehasdecidedtoeliminateŠatrabainordertoregainhisformer
rankwiththeking.HetellshisbrotherKalīla(whowantstodeterhimfromhis
schemes)thathewouldachievehisaimnotbyphysicalstrength,butratherby

21 BothnamescanprobablybetracedbacktoBurzōē’sadoptionofthenamesKaraṭakaund
Damanaka from the Sanskrit model in the Middle Persian version (here Karīrak ud 
 Damanak);furtherdetailsonthissubjectarefoundinDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,p.12.

22 OnthedifferentvariantsofthisnameintheArabicmanuscriptsseeed.Cheikho,p.39.
23 Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, Kalīla wa-Dimna, ed. Cheikho, pp. 53–101 (corresponds to ed. ‘Azzām,

pp.43–97).
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strategy.Thisheillustratesbymeansofthestory“TheRavenandtheSnake,”in
whicharavenwhoseyoungarecapturedregularlybyasnakedecidestoscratch
out his enemy’s eyes. But before he puts his plan into action, he seeks the
adviceofajackal.Thejackalinturnadvisestheravenagainstthisplan,sinceit
iswisertoachievehisaimwithoutendangeringhimself.Toillustratethis,the
jackalthenbringsinanothersubordinatenarrative,“TheHeronandtheCrab”.
Thisstoryisaboutaheron,whoisnolongerabletocatchfishonaccountofhis
old age and who tells a contrived story to a crab crawling by. This story is
intendedtopersuadethecrabtohandovertotheheronnotonlyhisfishcom-
panionsbutalsohimselfasprey.Butthecrabseesthroughtheheron’splan
and strangles him with his claws, so as to forestall his own demise. At this
point,thereaderisledbacktothenextnarrativelevel,wherethejackalsaysto
theraventhathetoldthisstoryinordertoshowhowatrickhasthepowerto
destroyeventheoneswhoconceiveditinthefirstplace.Thenhedisclosesto
the raven how he can succeed in eliminating the snake through cunning
actionswithoutsufferinganyharmhimself.Thenitreturnstothefirstnarra-
tivelevel,whereDimnafinallycommentsthathetoldthisstorytoshowthat
onecanachievemorebycunningthanbymerephysicalstrength.24

The complex narrative relationships can be represented by the following
schematic.

Chapter 1
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––→

FrameDabšalim–Bidpai

 1 TheLionandtheOx  TheLionandtheOx1

2 TheRavenandtheSnake TheRavenandtheSnake2

3 TheHeronandtheCrab3

2 The Prologue of the KwD
InadditiontoIM’sprologuecitedatthebeginning,whichhesetasaprefaceto
histranslationoftheKwD,theoriginaltextoftheArabiccollectioncontains
twomoreprologues,theso-called“ShorterVersionofBurzōē’sVoyagetoIndia”
andthe“LifeofBurzōē.”Thelasttwoareconsideredtobehistorical,asDeBlois
hasconclusivelyshown;theycaninfactbetracedbacktoBurzōē,thepersonal
physicianoftheSassanidrulerChosrauAnuschirwan(531–579).25According

24 Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, Kalīla wa-Dimna, ed. Cheikho, pp. 69–72 (corresponds to ed. ‘Azzām,
pp.63–66).

25 DeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage.
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to the two prologues, Burzōē brought the KwD back from a trip to India to
PersiaandtheretranslateditfromSanskritintoMiddlePersian.Itcanthusbe
assumed that IM adopted these prologues from his Middle Persian model.
All theotherprologuesattested inArabicmanuscriptsandtheirdependent
derivativeversionsarelateradditions.Thisisalsotrueoftheprologueby‘Alīb.
š-Šāhal-Fārisī,whichappearsfrequentlyinArabicmanuscriptsandcontainsa
fictionalstoryabouttheauthorshipoftheKwD; inthisprologue,theKwD is
attributedtothephilosopherBidpai,whoiswellknownfromtheframestory.26
Theso-called“longerversionofBurzōē’sVoyagetoIndia,”isalsoalateraddi-
tionandwillbealatertopicfordiscussion.

Inall threeoriginalprologuesoftheArabicKwD,weareagaindealingin
eachcasewithasmall,distinct,self-containedframeworkthatisbuiltaccord-
ing to a narrative principle similar to that we saw above with regard to the
mainbodyofthework.Althoughtheprotagonistsoftheframestoryarehis-
torical individuals,andnot(asinthecaseofDabšalimandBidpai)fictional
people,heretootheplotisillustratedbymeansofmultiplesubordinatemicro-
texts.Inthe“ShorterVersionofBurzōē’sVoyagetoIndia,”whichistransmitted
inonlya fewArabicmanuscripts,27 it is reportedthat thePersianphysician
BurzōēreadaboutamagicplantintheIndianmountains–aplantthatcan
allegedlybringthedeadbacktolife,ifusedproperly.Withthepermissionof
therulerChosrau,BurzōēsubsequentlytravelstoIndiainsearchofthemagic
plant.Butwhenhisundertakingfails,Indiansagesfinallyenlightenhim:the
plantispartofanallegory,accordingtowhichthemountainssignifywisemen,
theherbssignifytheirbooks,anddeathsignifiesignorance,whichcanonlybe
combatedwiththeaforementionedplant.BurzōēthenbeginstocollectIndian
books and translate them into Persian. He returns to Persia. Chosrau is
extremely pleased and instructs his minister Buzurghmir to keep the books

26 AsBeeston,“The‘‘AlīibnShāh’preface”,hasshown,thisprologueprobablyoriginatedin
anearlyPersianeditionoftheKwDfromthe12thcenturyandfromtherefounditsway
into later Arabic manuscripts, but its form was modified by the Arabic translator (for
details,seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.24–25and41–42.OnthePersiantransmission,
seebelow,p.448.).Thisprologueisnottransmittedinanyoftheotherderivativeversions
(Greek,Hebrew,Latin,etc.).

27 InsomeArabicmanuscripts,thisprologueistransmittedtogetherwiththe“LongerVer-
sionofBurzōē’sVoyagetoIndia”.AcriticaleditionofbothversionsisgiveninDeBlois,
Burzōy’s voyage,pp. 81–95.Inaddition,onlythe“ShorterVersion”appearsintheLatinedi-
tionbyJohnofCapua,whichinturntracesbacktotheolderHebrewversion(inwhich,
however,thebeginningwiththeprologueismissing),aswellasinthelaterHebrewand
intheoldSpanishversion.Onthistopic,seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.40and43.On
thisgroupoftranslations,seebelow,pp.447–48.
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translatedbyBurzōē, includingtheKwD, intheroyaltreasury.Unlikeinthis
“ShorterVersionofBurzōē’sVoyagetoIndia,”the“LongerVersionofBurzōē’s
VoyagetoIndia”reportsthatBurzōēundertookhistriptoIndiafromthevery
beginningonbehalfofChosrauAnushirwan–namely,inordertolocatethe
KwDforhimandbringittoPersia.Although–orperhapsbecause–the“Longer
Version of Burzōē’s Voyage to India” is a relatively late version of the story
about Burzōē, it by and large displaced the historically authentic prologue,
“ShorterVersionofBurzōē’sVoyagetoIndia,” inthereceptionof theKwD.28
This isevidencedbythe fact thatallexistingeditionsof theArabic textare
basedonmanuscriptscontainingonlythe“LongerVersionofBurzōē’sVoyage
toIndia,”29andthatseveraltranslationsoftheArabicversion,aswellasthe
ByzantineStephanites kai Ichnilates30 andthePersianeditionsbyAbūMa‘ālī
and al-Bukharī, transmit only the “Longer Version of Burzōē’s Voyage to
India.”31

The“ShorterVersionofBurzōē’sVoyagetoIndia”readsasanallegoricalstyl-
izationofthecentralthemeinthelongestofthethreeprologues,the“Lifeof
Burzōē,”forinthiscasetoothenarrativeisaboutthequesttoconquerdeath.
TheframestoryofthisprologuefollowstheautobiographicalstagesofBurzōē,
who here recounts his life himself and illustrates his deeds by means of 21
exemplary microtexts.32 Again, we are faced with an independent dramatic
framestory.Atthebeginning,thereaderlearnsquiteabitabouttheorigins
andchildhoodofthePersianauthor:forexample,onelearnsthatBurzōēwas
thefavoritechildofhisparents,benefitedfromagoodeducationearlyinhis
youth,wassenttoschoolattheageofseven,andultimatelymasteredtheart
ofmedicine.TheendoftheprologueismarkedbyBurzōē’sreturnfromhistrip
toIndia;inadditiontotheKwD, hebroughtbackcopiesofmanyotherbooks
to Persia. Everything Burzōē recounts in between from his biography is

28 DeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.44–45,classifiesthe“LongerVersionofBurzōē’sVoyageto
India”intorecensionA,recensionB,anda“mixedrecension”.Forthedetailedargument
astowhythisprologueisnotregardedashistoricalandmustbealateraddition,seeDe
Blois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.55–56and61.Betweenthe“ShorterVersion”andthe“Longer
Version”isBurzōē’sjourneytoIndiaasdepictedinFirdausī’sShā-nāme(completedbefore
1030),whichaccordinglyprovidesthebasisforthe“LongerVersion”;seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s 
voyage,pp.56and65.

29 Ibnal-Muqaffa‘,Kalīla wa-Dimna,ed.Cheikho,pp.19–29;‘Azzām,pp.13–24.
30 Onthisseebelow,pp.449–56.
31 OntheprologueintheByzantineStephanites kai Ichnilates seebelow,n.103.Onthepro-

logueintheeditionsofAbūMa‘ālīandal-Bukharī,seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,p.40.
32 Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, Kalīla wa-Dimna, ed. Cheikho, pp. 30–44; ‘Azzām, pp. 25–42. See also

Nöldeke,BorzoesEinleitung,11–27(seebelow,n.60).
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characterizedbyhisstruggleforthemeaningoflifeandhisquestforaperfect
life.Thus,accountsofthemostimportantstagesofhisbiographyareembed-
ded in extravagant philosophical and spiritual reflections on the motives
behindhisparticularactions.Burzōēinitiallyexplainsatlengththatheworked
asadoctorafterhismedical trainingwithoutreceivingpayment forhisser-
vices, in order thereby to secure his reward in the afterlife. But because
medicinecouldnotanswerthequestionofhowtosurmountthetransienceof
humanlife,heturnedtoreligionandcomparedthevariousfaithswitheach
other,buthedidnotfindthetruthhesought.Tornbetweensecularandreli-
giouslife,Burzōēthenlamentsthetravailsofearthlyexistence,ragesaboutthe
factthathelivesinatimedominatedbygravedepravity,andexpressessur-
prisethat,despiteallthis,peopledonotcaremoredeeplyabouttheirspiritual
salvation.Ultimately,heillustratesthesefinalthoughtswiththefamouspara-
blefromIndia,“ManintheWell,”whichwealsoknowinaslightlymodified
form from the various versions of Barlaam and Ioasaph.33 For a long time,
scholars speculated that IM added these passages criticizing religion to the
preface,ashewishedtocriticizeIslamfromaManichaeanperspective.34But
itisnowclearthatthisratherabstractcriticismofreligionisnotspecifically
directedagainstIslamandneednothavebeenwrittenfromaManichaean’s
viewpoint;onthecontrary,itprobablytracesbacktotheMiddlePersianfore-
runneroftheKwD.35ManyoftheArabicmanuscriptscontainareferencein
the beginning of the prologue that Buzurghmir, the Minister of Chosraus,
transmittedthewordsofBurzōē(“Buzurgmihrsaid[...]thatBurzōēsaid...”).
Thisstatement,however,shouldbeunderstoodasanadditiontotheKwDbya
latereditorwhowantedtomakethisprologueconformtothe“LongerVersion
ofBurzōē’sVoyagetoIndia,”whichstatesattheendthatBuzurgmihrwrotethe
“LifeofBurzōē”.36

33 OntheappearanceofthisparableintheromanceofBarlaam and Ioasaph,itspresencein
Indianartandliterature,aswellasits laterreceptioninByzantineandpost-Byzantine
time,seethecontributionbyR.Volkinthisvolume,p.404,n.5.Foradetaileddiscussion
concerning thecorrelationof theparable in theArabic k. Bilawhar wa-Būḏāsfand the
KwD,seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.34–37.

34 Thiswidespreadassumptioninearlierscholarshipisattributedtoal-Bīrūnī(11thc.),who
inoneofhisworksaccusedIMofproducingManichaeanpropagandawith“TheLifeof
Burzōē”(seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage, pp.26–27).Alongtheselines,seeGabrieli,“L’opera”,
pp.236–47;Bürgel,“Nachwort”,p.274,orBrockelmann,“Kalīlawa-Dimna”,p.593.OnIM’s
Manichaeism,seebelow,n.41.

35 Forthisargument,seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.26–30.
36 DeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.53–54.
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InIM’sprologue,theframedoesnotactuallyportrayastorywithadramatic
ordynamicsequenceofevents,butinsteadakindofintellectualreflectionby
the author: a framing discourse on the meaning and purpose of the greater
work,containingatotalof16subordinatenarrativeunits.37Aftertheprologue’s
initial sentences cited earlier, IM explains that the most important thing in
reading the KwD is to read the book “completely and with perseverance.”
Merelyskimmingtheworkisuselessifthereaderlacksapreciseunderstand-
ingofthepassagescontainedinit,becausethenthereadersuffersthesame
misfortuneasthemanwhodiscoveredanddugupavaluabletreasureinthe
desert.Inordertoavoidthestressofcarryingawaythetreasure,themanlet
someassistantsbringittohishouse.Butwhenthemanhimselfarrivedhome,
hedidnotfindhistreasure,becauseeachoftheassistantshadrunoffwiththe
portionentrustedtohim.Intheend,themangotnothingexceptfortheoner-
ousworkofdiggingupthetreasure.SubsequentlyIMexplainsthatthesituation
is similar when one reads this book, since one must understand its words
accordingtoadeepermeaning, justasonecanonlybenefit fromgoodnuts
whenoneopensthemandextractstheircontents.38Therestofthisprefaceis
writteninthesamestyle.Attheendoftheprologue,IMthenexplainsthathe
addedthisextraArabicchapter(thatis,hisprologue)tothisbook,whichthe
PersiansdiscoveredandtranslatedfromIndianintotheirownlanguage;the
addition is meant to clearly set forth the meaning to all those who want to
read,understand,andcopythework.39

3 The Arabic KwD – A Work by Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ 
3.1 ‘Abdallāhibnal-Muqaffa‘asauthoroftheadabmovement
ItisnocoincidencethatIMcreatedpreciselytheversionoftheKwDthatdevel-
opedintoafolktalebookpopularacrosscenturiesandcultures.Theelements
crucialforthissuccess–elementsexpressedinIM’sprologueitself–actually
correspondpreciselytotheliterarytasteandtheintellectualneedsofthecon-
temporary‘Abbāsids.IMhimselfwasoneofthemostimportantintellectuals
of his time and played a formative role in the furthering of scholarly and
literary development under the ‘Abbāsid caliph al-Manṣūr (r. 754–775); IM
actedasanadvisortoal-Manṣūr,whothencommissionedhimtotranslatethe

37 Onthisprologue,seealsoChraïbi,“DeKalîlaetDimna”,pp.44–45.
38 Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, Kalīla wa-Dimna, ed. ‘Azzām, pp. 4–5.This passage is not included by

Cheikhobecausetheprologueinthemanuscripthe iseditingbreaksoffafterthefirst
page.

39 Ibnal-Muqaffa‘,Kalīla wa-Dimna,ed.‘Azzām,p.12.
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KwDintoArabic,asweknowfromal-Mas‘ūdī.40Bornin720inPersia,IMwas
originallyaZoroastriannamedRozbih;helaterconvertedtoIslamand,likehis
fatherMuqaffa‘,playedanactiveroleintheadministrationofIslamicrulers–
initiallyundertheUmayyads,thenlaterunderthe‘Abbāsids.Sinceweknow
that in 759 IM fell out of favor with al-Manṣūr (allegedly on account of his
heretical views) and was subsequently dismissed and tortured to death, the
timingofhis transmissionof theKwD intoArabiccantherebybenarrowed
downtoarelativelyprecisewindow.41ThefactthatbeforehisdenigrationIM
wasabletorisetobecomeoneofthemostprominentmembersoftheintelli-
gentsia promoted by the ‘Abbāsid caliph is due without a doubt to his
extraordinaryskillsbothasapoliticaladvisoraswellasascholarlyandliterary
polymath.Inreality,theproductionofliterarytextsunderal-Manṣūrwasinex-
tricably entwined with the political objectives of the caliphate. Among the
mostimportantoftheseobjectiveswastheculturalintegrationofthefactions
whohadhelpedthe‘Abbāsidstoseizepowerinthemiddleofthe8thcentury;
theseincludedGreeks,Syrians,andaboveallPersians.Therefore,thesegroups
werenotonlyentrustedwithimportantdutiesinthe‘Abbāsidadministration,
butthroughtheirculturalheritage,theyalsocontributedconsiderablytothe
literatureofthenewcaliphate.Inthissense,al-Manṣūrexcelledastheinitiator
ofauniversalintellectualproject,inthecourseofwhichscholarlyandliterary
works were translated out of Greek, Syrian and Persian into Arabic.42 The
Arabiclanguagetherebycametobethelingua francaofauniversalisticIslam,
whoseintellectualmanifestationfoundexpressioninall-encompassingadab
literature.The adib personifies the educated and cultured Muslim who was
alsowellversedinnon-Arabic(e.g.,Hellenistic,Persian,Indian)literatureand

40 Mas‘ūdī,Murūğ aḏ-Ḏahabed.C.BarbierdeMeynard/P.DeCourteille,vol.8,Paris1917,
p. 291. See Gutas, Greek thought, pp. 30–31; Hámori, “Shameful and Injurious”, p. 211;
Kinoshita,“Translatio/n”,p.373.TheinformationpasseddownintheearlyPersiantradi-
tionasearlyasthe10thcentury–namelythattheKwDwascommissionedbythecaliph
al-Ma’mūn (813–833) – cannot be true on chronological grounds; on this, see Riedel,
“KalilawaDemna”,p.387.

41 WhetherIMinfactwasManichaeanisstillindispute.Itisclearthatheisagainandagain
linkedwithManichaeismorgenerallywith“heresy”inthesources,andthathehimselfat
leastsympathizedwithManichaeantendencies,ashisworkindefenseofManichaeism
suggests.OnIM’sbiographyandwork, seeSourdel, “LaBiographie“;Gabrieli, “L’opera”;
Latham, “Ibn al-Muqaffa‘”; van Ess, Theologie II, pp. 22–36; De Blois, “Ibn al-Muqaffa”;
Niehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung,pp.22–24.

42 On the translation movement under al-Manṣūr, see Gutas, Greek thought pp. 28–60;
Leder,“Aspekte”,p.126;Kinoshita,“Translatio/n”,pp.373–74;Shamma,“Translatinginto
theEmpire”.
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therebywas inspiredtopursueahumanisticeducationandlifestyle.43With
thisdevelopment,Arabicceasedtobepurelyalanguageofrevelationwithin
Islamandgrewtobecomethemediumforadoptingnewliterarymaterialinto
a more widely recognized Islamic culture.These characteristics of the adab 
movementarebestexpressed in IM’sprologue,whenhe informs the reader
aboutthework’sIndianandPersianoriginandnotesthefollowingpoints:it
originatedoutofadesiresharedbysagesfromallnations–thatis,thedesire
tomakethemselvesintelligibletotheirreaders(i.e.,theuniversalistnotionof
adabasameltingpotofallcultures);itiswritteninastylethatadornsitself
witheverykindofeloquence(areferencetotheelevatedregisterandformal
requirementsoftheproselanguagefeaturedinadabliterature–demandsthat
IM’sKwDclearlyfulfills);itemploysliteraryformsthat–inadditiontotheir
entertainmentvalue–areparticularlysuitedfortheeducationalpurposes(i.e.,
exemplaandnarratives).ThisalsodovetailswithIM’sconceptionoftheKwD
as a work that requires the reader to delve deeper into the text in order to
revealitsfullmeaningandintent.Withregardtoadab,thisismeantinanethi-
calandmoralsenseaswellaswithrespecttopolitics;theconceptappliesto
everyone pursuing a holistic and humanistic education. Thus, it applies to
sagesaswellastoyoungstudents–andlastbutnotleast,totheverycaliph
who commissioned his own adviser to translate the KwD into Arabic. This
showsveryclearlythattheKwDwasintendedtobeaworkforthemassesand
atthesametimea“real”(i.e.,notpurelyliterary)mirrorforprinces,atleastfor
thecaliphal-Manṣūr.

3.2 Ibnal-Muqaffa’sContributiontotheKwD
Theseaspectscharacteristicoftheadabmovementarethusalsoconsidered
thebasisforthesubsequentbroadcirculationoftheKwDasa“folktalebook”
acrossnations,cultures,andlanguages.ButwhatspecificchangesdidIMmake
inhistranslationoftheKwDfromPersianintoArabicinordertoproducethis
literaryversion,whichisoneofthemostsuccessfulpiecesofworldliterature
of all time?The most striking feature is a significant shift in emphasis with
regard to the issue of correct behavior (ethical, moral, and political); this is
apparentbothintheaforementionedstructuralchangesbyIM(theadditionof
5chapters)aswellasinvariousmodificationstodetails.Thatis,thegoalofthe
Indo-PersianprototypeoftheKwD(i.e.,thetenchaptersofIndian,Buddhist,
andPersianprovenance)doesnotincludetheethicalandmoralinstructionof
abroadaudience.Rather,intheProtopañcatantra–butalsoinBurzōē’sPersian

43 Onthedevelopmentofadabliteratureandtheconceptofadabingeneral,seeGabrieli,
“Adab”;Pellat,“Adab”.
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edition–wearedealingwithapoliticalhandbookinaMachiavelliansense.44
Soheretooweencountera“real”mirrorforprinces,butthebenchmarksof
thispracticalguidetostatesmanshiparenotrighteousnessanduprightcon-
duct. The ideal of the successful politician conveyed here can instead be
describedwiththeepithets“clever,”“cunning,”and“scheming.”Thisisalready
clearinthefirstchapteroftheProtopañcatantra,“LionandOx,”aswasshown
earlier.ThesuccessstoryoftheschemingjackalDimnaillustratesthatinthe
end, thecleverestonewins,and that deception,betrayal,and trickery area
worthwhile means to an end when it comes to achieving one’s personal or
politicalgoals.TheexemplarynarrativesplacedinthemouthofDimnaalways
showcase the strategy by which he pursues his own interests; this strategy
includesmurder,lies,andtrickery.HereDimnaapplieshisexemplainananti-
theticalway:eithertodiscloseortodisguisehistactics.Inthefirstcase,asin
theexamples,“TheRavenandtheSnake”and“TheHeronandtheCrab,”evil
behavior is glossed over and justified by exemplary stories.45 In the second
case,theexemplaareusedforthepurposeofdeceivingtheopponentinorder
toaccomplishpersonalobjectives.ThisisexactlywhathappenswhenDimna
successfullyincitesthebullŠatrabaagainstthelionandthenmanipulatesthe
situationsothatthebulldoesnotlungeatthelionfirst–onthecontrary,the
lionisthefirsttoattackthebull,whothenperishesinthefight.Dimnaper-
suadesthebulltobewaryofthelion,since“[Itisknownthat]whoeverdisdains
theweakonaccountofhisweaknesswillsufferjustasthelordoftheseasuf-
feredatthehandsofthesandpipers.”46Thisisthenfollowedbyastoryonthe
firstmetadiegeticlevel:“TheSandpipersandtheLordoftheSea”,inwhichan
avianpairhatchtheireggsontheseashore.Sincethefemalecannotconvince
hermatetoseekoutasaferbreedingground,wheretheyoungbirdswouldnot
liveindangerofbeingsnatchedawaybythelordofthesea(i.e.,thewaves),she
relatestheexemplum“TheTurtleandtheTwoDucks.”Herpoint is thatthe
onewhodoesnotheedthevoiceofcautionwillenduplikethetortoisewho
didnotlistentothevoiceofthetwoducks.Thistaleisabouttwoduckswho
wanted to abandon their familiar environment because the pond on which
theylivedhaddriedup.Theturtle,wholivedinthesameplace,askedthetwo
ducksnottoleavehimtherealone.Theduckscompliedwiththisrequestand
flewawaywithastickclutchedbetweentheirbeaks;theturtleclungtothis
stickandwasthuscarriedthroughtheair.Butbecausetheturtledisobeyedthe
ducks’advicethatheshouldundernocircumstancesopenhismouthifpeople
belowshouldspeaktohim,hefellfromagreatheightanddied(Figure17.1).

44 SeeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.15–16.
45 Seeabove,p.434.
46 Ibnal-Muqaffa‘,Kalīla wa-Dimna,ed.Cheikho,p.88,lines11–12.
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Figure17.1 Codex arab. 616 (14th century), Munich, Bavarian State Library, KalilaandDimna, 
fol. 61v: The Turtle and the Two Ducks. Photo:courtesyoftheBayerische
Staatsbibliothek,Munich.
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Backintheexemplumonthenexthighernarrativelevel,thesinisterwarn-
ingofthefemalebirdinitiallycomestrue,forthelordoftheseadoesindeed
snatchupthebabybirds(whichhavehatchedbythispoint).Nevertheless,the
exemplumoftheturtleandtheduckslosesitssignificanceintheend,asthe
malebirdnowplanstotakerevengeontheonewhokidnappedhischildrenby
attackinghimwithanavianbrigade.Intimidatedbythiswarlikegesture,the
lordof theseadoesnot risk fightingwith thebirds,butestablishesapeace
withthemandgivestheavianpairtheiryoungback.47Intellingthisparable,
Dimnaaimstodiscouragethebullfromhisplantoattackthelion–andhe
succeeds.ObservingtheadvicegivenintheexemplumultimatelyleadsŠatraba
tocertaindeath.Themessageoftheexemplum“TheTurtleandtheTwoDucks”
isthusrenderednonsensical intwoways:intheparableofthesandpiperand
kingofthesea,theonewhofailstoheedthevoiceofcautiondoesnotperish
like the turtle does (on the contrary, he gets his children back), and in the
frame story, the one who does heed the voice of caution perishes anyway
(namely,thebullŠatraba).Asinmanyotherexamples,itishereimpartedthat
thecredulousonewhoplaceshistrustintheargumentsofotherswillendup
the loser. The “completely utilitarian approach to the problems of life”48
expressedherealsodominates“RingDove,”thechapterthatimmediatelyfol-
lows“LionandOx”intheProtopañcatantra,aswellastheremainingchapters
oftheIndo-PersianprototypeoftheKwD.

IM imparted an entirely new orientation to this Machiavellian handbook
andtransformeditintoapleaforjusticeandmagnanimity,afactwhichcanbe
seenmostclearlyinthesecondchapter,entitled“InvestigationofDimna,”a
newadditiontothebookincorporatedbyIMhimself.49HereDimna,initially
thehero,becomestheantihero,forinsteadofenjoyingatriumphattheendof
Chapter1,heisrepaidforhisschemingandmanipulationwiththedeathpen-
alty.Thechapterbeginswiththekingofbeastsdeeplyregrettinghisterrible
deedagainstŠatraba,whowasoncehismostfaithfulandvaluedadviser.Itis
notlongbeforehebecomessuspiciousofDimnaanddevotesallhisresources
toexposinghisintrigue.FinallyDimnagoestoprison,isfoundguiltyaftera
trial(whichisdescribedindetail),andputtodeath.Aswealreadyknowfrom
thefirstchapter,heretooDimnaemploysseveralexemplainordertomanipu-
latehisopponents.However,withhis speecheshenowpursuesanewgoal,

47 Ibnal-Muqaffa‘,Kalīla wa-Dimna,ed.Cheikho,pp.88–91.
48 DeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.16–17.
49 IM’sauthorshipofthischapterhasalreadybeenestablishedbyBenfey,Panschatantra,

p.297,andsincethenithasnotbeendoubtedbyscholars,seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,
p.14.
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namely to convince his accusers (Kalīla, the panther, the mother lion, the
leaderofthepigs,thelion)ofhisinnocenceinordertosavehisownskin.He
doesnotsucceedattheendofthechapter,whichreversestheoriginalmes-
sageoftheframestoryfromChapter1:nowit’stheonewhodoesnotheeda
warning(asDimnadidnotheedthewordsofwarningspokenbyhisbrother
Kalīla) who perishes; injustice, malice, and intrigue come to light and are
requited;theonewhotwistswordsandusesexemplarystoriesfordishonest
purposes is exposed. Especially with regard to the last point, we encounter
hereoneofthekeymessagesthatIMwantstoimparttohisreaders:namely,
thatwhenitcomestoreadingtheKwD,onemustreadthebook“completely
andwithperseverance,”andthatonecanrevealthebook’sintendedpurpose
only through probing the text more deeply. For the first two chapters this
means that the real meaning, that is, the relevance of the exempla, will be
understood only after the reader knows the outcome of the story.This also
meansthatthemoralsconveyedbytheindividualexemplarystoriescannever
beregardedasabsolute;theyonlyderivetheirvalidityinrelationtothepro-
gressionofthecompleteframestory.Inthisway,attheliterarylevelthereader
learnsseveralthingsaboutdealingwithwords:askepticalattitudetowardthe
simpleformulaeformoralconduct(astaughtinexemplarytales),50tobeon
thealertwithpeoplewhosewordsarenotconsistentwiththeiractions,and
finally to takecarenot toexploitwords fordishonestpurposes,as thatulti-
matelyleadstodestruction.

ItisverylikelythatIMalsoaddedthelastfourchapterstotheKwD.Although
twoofthemareofIndianorigin(“TravellerandGoldsmith”;“King’sSonand
HisCompanions”)andtheoriginoftheothertwo(“LionessandHorseman;”
AsceticandHisGuest“)isstillunclear,DeBloishypothesizes(withgoodrea-
son)thatIMtookallofthemfromMiddlePersianprototypes.Ifinfactthese
chapterswerenewadditionstotheKwDmadebyIM,thisaccountsforthefact
thattheywerenotincludedintheearlierSyriacversionandexplainswhytheir
basic tenor (as in Chapter 2) fundamentally differs from that of the other
chapters.51

IM’sreworkingofthepoliticalhandbookinthesensedescribedaboveand
thebook’snewfocusonethicalandmoraleducationisdirectlyconnectedto
theidealconceptionofthediverselyeducated,cultivated,courtlyman–an
idealpropagatedbytheadabmovementofthe‘Abbāsids.Variouscomponents
influencingthisconceptiongohandinhandwithageneralIslamizationofthe

50 SeealsoForster,“FabelundExempel”,p.218.
51 OntheprovenanceofthesestoriesandtheargumentastowhytheywereauthoredbyIM,

seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.14–17and61.
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work:forexample,thenotionofjusticeandrighteousnessinone’sconduct.52
Likewise,theideathatthefateofhumanbeingsiscontrolledbyGod’somnipo-
tence,orthebeliefthateveryhumanactioninthisworldshouldbefocusedon
thekingdomofGodtocome–thesearecomponentsthatdefinitelymakethe
content of the KwD comprehensible to an Islamic audience.53 At the same
time, all these ideas are formulated with so little content exclusive to Islam
thattheycouldappealequallytomembersofallmonotheisticreligions.This
was exactly the case, as the wider circulation of the KwD throughout the
Islamic,Jewish,andChristianMiddleAgesattests.Itclearlyarguesforasense
of justice shared among all “religions of the book,” a sense of justice which
wantsthevillaintosuffer,theoneunjustlypunishedtobeavenged,andgood
toprevailoverevil.

4 The Manuscript Tradition and Editions of the KwD and of the 
Derivative Versions

ThelargechronologicalgapbetweenIM’stranslationoftheKwDintoArabic
and theoldest survivingArabicmanuscripts fromthe 13thcenturymakes it
extremelydifficulttoapproximatehowIM’soriginaltextactuallylooked.The
issueisfurthercomplicatedbythefactthataveritableboominmanuscript
productionoccurredaroundthe14thcenturyandfollowing;becauseofthisa
very largenumberofmanuscriptshavebeenhandeddowntous thatdiffer
considerablyinformandcontent.Thenarrativeframehasremainedmoreor
lessthesameinthemanydifferentmanuscripts,butthenumber,order,and
detailsoftheindividualprefacesandchaptersvaryconsiderably,asdoesthe
exemplatheycontain.Theseareallclearindicationsforanearlyoraltradition
andthewidespreadcirculationofIM’sformeradabworkasavernaculartext.54
Thefactthatthemanuscripttraditionbeginsonlyverylatehasbeenjustified
bythefactthatoldermanuscriptswerequicklywornoutonaccountofthe
KwD’s greatpopularityandhadtobereplacedbynewones;55thequestionof
whetherthisistrue,ofcourse,mustremainopen.Inanycaseitisclearthatwe
arenotdealingwithIM’sactualtranslationinanyofthetextualvariantsavail-
abletous,butratherwithamyriadoftextsthatgobackinonewayoranother

52 Onthevirtuesofadabthatbecomeespeciallyprominentinthesecondchapterofthe
KwD,seeHámori,A.,“ShamefulandInjurious”.

53 OnthesecomponentsintheKwD,seeShamma,“Translating”,pp.76–78.
54 OntheimportanceoftheoraltraditionoftheKwD,seeMarzolph,“Fabeln”,andonorality

innarrativeliteratureingeneral,seethecontributionsbyC.CupaneandC.Ottinthis
volumepp.479–94and285–310respectively.

55 See De Blois, Burzōy’s voyage, p. 3, n. 4, which relies upon an oral suggestion by W.
Madelung.



446 Krönung

toIM.Acanonical,quasi-inviolableworkneverseemstohaveexistedinthis
process of oral tradition; instead, each copyist and scribe could make addi-
tions,expansions,transpositions,andmodificationsaccordingtohisindividual
taste and discretion.56 The helpful surveys of surviving manuscripts by
SprenglingandespeciallybyDeBlois(thelatterismoreup-to-date)arethus
particularlyimportant,becausetothisdaynocriticaleditionoftheKwDhas
beenproduced.57OnlypartsoftheKwDhavebeeneditedcriticallythusfar:
namelypassagesfromtheprologueswereeditedbyDeBlois58andthechapter
“KingofMice”byNöldeke,59whohasalsoeditedaGermanversion(withcriti-
calapparatus)ofthereconstructedautobiographyofBurzōēusingavarietyof
manuscripts.60TheeditionsofthecompletetextbyDeSacy,61Cheikho62and
‘Azzām,63however,merelyreproducethetextgiveninindividualmanuscripts,
usuallywithoutdrawinganyconnectionstotheothermanuscripts.Thatthe
editionsofCheikhoand‘Azzāmarebasedontheoldestknownmanuscripts
says littleabouttheirqualityorabouttheiraffinitytothearchetype;onthe
contrary,theyrepresenttextualvariantsthatwerealreadyfarremovedfrom
the original text. In contrast, the oldest material is represented by a small
groupoflatermanuscriptsthatwereapparentlynotwidelycirculatedinthe

56 AspointedoutbyNöldeke,Burzōes Einleitung, p. 6.
57 Sprengling,“KalîlastudiesI”;DeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.66–72.
58 DeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage:“TheManintheWell”,“ShorterVersionofBurzōē’sVoyageto

India”and“LongerVersionofBurzōē’sVoyagetoIndia”,pp.73–95.
59 Nöldeke,Mäusekönig (withaGermantranslation).
60 Nöldeke,Burzōes Einleitung.
61 OntheeditionbyDeSacy,whichisnotsatisfactoryaccordingtomodernscholarlystan-

dardsandmoreovercontainsaversionofthetextfarremovedfromthearchetype,seeDe
Blois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.3,62and70.ItwastranslatedintoGerman(butwithoutthe
prologues)byP.Wolff,Kalila und Dimna. Die Fabeln des Bidpai. Mit 12 Miniaturen,Zürich
1995(repr.Wiesbaden2009).

62 Cheikhoeditedoneoftheoldestknownmanuscripts(1338CE),butitneverthelessdoes
notbelongtothemanuscriptsclosestinaffinitytothearchetype.Butbecausehegives
theactualreadingsofthemanuscriptandinthecommentscitesvariousotherversions,
theeditionisvaluableforstudyingthetextualhistoryoftheKwD.SeeDeBlois,Burzōy’s 
voyage,pp.3and66.

63 ‘Azzām‘seditionisbasedonamanuscriptfromIstanbuldatingto1221CE.Althoughitis
theoldestextantmanuscriptoftheKwD,itcontainsagreatdealofsummaryandisfar
removedfromtheoriginaltext.Since‘Azzāmmadenumerouscorrectionswithoutmark-
ingthemassuch,intext-criticalresearchhiseditionmustbetreatedwithcaution,seeDe
Blois,Burzōy’s voyage,pp.3f.,46and66.ThiseditionhasbeentranslatedintoFrench:Ibn
al-Muqaffa‘,Le livre de Kalīla et Dimna. Traduit de l’arabe parA.Miquel,Paris1957(repr.
Paris1980).



447TheWisdomoftheBeasts

Arabic-speakingworld.Butinterestingly,anumberofearlytranslationsofthe
KwDintoEuropeanmedievallanguagesshowastrikingaffinitytothisarchaiz-
ingrecensionoftheArabictext.Becausethisrecensionisprimarilytransmitted
by translations thatoriginated inSpain, itwas termed recensio hispanicaby
Niehoff-Panagiotidis.64 This recension includes the old Spanish translation
thataroseinthe13thcenturyunderAlfonsotheWiseandservedasthemodel
fortheLatinLiber Regius,whichRaymondofBézierscompletedin1313forthe
Frenchqueen,JoanofNavarre.65Inaddition,thefragmentaryolderHebrew
versionwrittenbyRabbiJoelinthe12thcenturyisincluded,66aswellasthe
Latintextthattracesbacktoit–theDirectorium humanae vitae, writtenbythe
baptizedJew,JohnofCapua,intheyear1270,67whichinturnwastheinspira-
tion for numerous subsequent translations. Some of these subsequent
translationsincludetheGermanBuch der Beispiele(Book of Exempla),written
byAntonPforrin1483,68andvariousEnglishversionsfromthe16thcentury.69
Inaddition,theSpaniardPetrusAlfonsi(10th–11thcenturies),whoconverted
toChristianityfromJudaism,translatedportionsofanArabicorHebrewver-
sionoftheKwDintoLatinforhisDisciplina clericalis.70AlaterHebrewversion

64 Therecensio hispanicaexhibitscertainfeaturesthatarealsopresent inthementioned
groupofArabicmanuscriptsundresemblestheolderSyriacversionmorethantheother
recensions;thus,theearlierSyriacversionisclosertoIbnal-Muqaffa‘’soriginalthanmost
Arabicmanuscripts,seeDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage,p.10.Foranoverviewofthemanuscript
familiesandthecharacteristicsoftherecensio hispanica,towhichbelongs(amongother
things)theoriginalversionoftheprefaces(onthisseeabove,pp.435–37),seeNiehoff-
Panagiotidis,Übersetzung,p.29,andDeBlois,Burzōy’s voyage, p.25.

65 On theold Spanish translation, seeNiehoff-Panagiotidis, Übersetzung,pp. 47–52 (with
additional bibliography). On the Liber Regius by Raymond of Béziers, see Kinoshita,
“Translatio/n”,p.371;Hasselhoff,„Die lateinischenÜbertragungen“;Regalado, “Kalilaet
Dimna”.

66 Deux versions hébraïques du livre de Kalîlâh et Dimnâh; la première accompagnée d’une 
traduction française,ed.J.Derenbourg,Paris1881.SeeSadan,“„Schildkröte‟aufHebräisch”;
Hasselhoff,“DiehebräischenÜbertragungen”.

67 JohnofCapua,Directorium humanae vitae,ed.V.Puntoni,Pisa1884.S.Kühne,“Johannes
vonCapua”.

68 See Brockelmann, “Kalīla wa-Dimna”, p. 505; Bodemann-Kornhaas, “Zwischen Mensch
undTier”;Obermeier,“DasBuch der Beispiele”(withadditionalbibliography).

69 TheoldestoftheseisbySirThomasNorth,The Moral Philosophy of Doni, popularly known 
as the Fables of Bidpai,eds.D.Beecher/J.Butler,Ottawa2003(withadditionalbibliogra-
phy).

70 SeeChraïbi,“DeKalîlaetDimna”pp.52–66;Lacarra,“Lasfábulas”(bothwithadditional
bibliography).
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followsthesamearchaizingmanuscriptgroup.71Thethreeextantneo-Persian
versionsproducedbetweenthe10thand12thcenturiesdivergefromthisrecen-
sion.Theseversions,inturn,servedasatemplateforseveralback-translations
intoArabic,whicharedocumentedinagreatnumberofmanuscripts.72

B The Byzantine Versions of Kalīla wa Dimna

InByzantineliteratureweencounterthreeseparateKwDtranslationsortrans-
lation groups, which should be considered separately: the first consists of a
fragmentary translation transmitted under the title Fables of Bidpai in the
famousPierpontMorganmanuscriptfromtheearly11thcentury,thesecondis
thetranslationtitledStephanites kai Ichnilates,whichinturnisdividedintoa
“shortversion”producedbySymeonSethinthe11thcentury(recensionA)and
a“longversion”fromthe12thcentury(recensionB).

1 The Fables of Bidpai in the Pierpont Morgan Manuscript (Codex 
Graecus 397)

TheoldestextantGreektranslationoftheKwDsurvivesonlyinfragmentsand
can be found in a single codex produced in the Grottaferrata monastery in
southern Italy during the early 11th century and now held by the Pierpont
MorganLibrary inNewYork(NewYork,PierpontMorganLibrary,Codexgr.
397).73InadditiontotheFables of Bidpai,thiscodexcontainsothervernacular
texts, including The Physiologus, a version of the Life of Aesop and 226 of
Aesop’s fables.74 The codex is especially famous for the rich illustrations
accompanyingtwoofitstexts:Aesop’sfables(58illuminations,ofwhichonly
7werecompleted),andtheFables of Bidpai(21illuminations).75Thelatterare
miniaturesaccompanyingthethreefragmentarychaptersoftheKwDinGreek
translationtransmittedinthecodex,namely“King’sSonandHisCompanions”,
“LionessandHorseman”,and“AsceticandHisGuest”.Onaccountofthemany
inaccuracies and obvious scribal errors, it can be assumed that the Morgan
Codexrepresentsamerecopyofaversionthatalreadyexistedinthisform,but

71 Seeabove,n.66.
72 On the Persian translations, see the detailed article by Riedel, “Kalila wa Dimna” and

Haschemi,“DiepersischeRezeption”.Seealsoabove,n.26.
73 Ed.Husselmann,A Fragment;seealsothechapterbyG.Karlainthisvolume,p.331.
74 SeeAvery,“Miniatures”,p.103.
75 SeeAvery,“Miniatures”,p.104.
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isnolongerextant.76Thereisnothingtosuggestthatthisversiononcecon-
tained additional chapters from the KwD, so the assumption is that the
translatorof the threechaptershad in frontofhim anArabic text thatwas
alreadyincomplete.77WhenandwherethistextwastranslatedintoGreekare
questionsthatcannotbeanswered.78AsHusselmannhasalreadyshown,we
aredealingwitharatherfreeadaptationandnotwithaliteraltranslationfrom
ArabicintoGreek.Thiscanbepartiallyexplainedbythefactthatthetransla-
tordidnotunderstandhismodelinsomeplacesandthereforehadtofill in
somedetailshimself.79Butanimportantfeatureofthisversionisitsparticular
adaptation of the KwD material to the literary traditions of the Byzantines,
whoaugmentedthetext(writteninliterarykoine)withmanyBiblicalquota-
tionsandattimesrecastitintermsofthelong-standingAesopictradition.For
example, inthechapter“AsceticandHisGuest,”theexemplumoftheraven
whowantstoimitatethewaythepartridgewalksandultimatelylosesmastery
overhisowngaitisreplacedinthePierpontMorganCodexbyAesop’sexem-
plumabouttheravenwhoadornshimselfwithborrowedfeathersandinthe
endstandstherenaked.80

2 The Short Version of Stephanites kai Ichnilates by Symeon Seth 
(Recension A)

TheGreektranslationoftheKwDentitledStephanites kai Ichnilates(=SI)takes
acompletelydifferentpathfromtheFables of BidpaiinthePierpontMorgan
Codex.Puntoni,thefirsteditorofthistranslation,hasalreadynotedthemajor
differencesbetweentheextantmanuscripts,particularlywithregardtotheir
scope.Heassumedthatthisgroupofmanuscriptswithatranslationofthefull
textoftheKwD(15chaptersand3prologues)wastheoriginalGreektransmis-
sion by Symeon Seth mentioned in some manuscripts (11th c.) and that the
manuscriptgroupincludingonlychapters1–7andpartsofchapter981repre-
sentsalaterabridgementofthecompletecollection,possiblyundertakenfor
moralreasons.82Underthisassumption,Puntonieditedalatemanuscriptcon-

76 Husselmann(ed),A Fragment,p.14.
77 SeeAvery,“Miniatures”,p.104.
78 SeeNiehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung,p.35.
79 Husselmann(ed),A Fragment,pp.21–22.
80 SeeNiehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung,p.35.
81 AccordingtothesequenceinthemanuscripteditedbyCheikho(seeabove,n.9and14)

andinthelongrecension(B)ofSI(seebelow,pp.453–56),soallthechaptersupto“Iladh,
SchadramandIracht”andapartof“KingandBird”,whilethechapter“MouseandCat”
(chapter8inCheikhoundinrecensionBofSI)ismissing.

82 Puntoni(ed.),Στεφανίτης καὶ Ἰχνελάτης, pp.III-VII.SeealsoBeck,Geschichte,p.42.
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taining a translation of the KwD’s full text and the prologues (Florence,
BibliotecaMediceaLaurenziana,Laur.gr.LVII,30,15thc.).83Sjöbergthenpub-
lishedaneweditionoftheSIaccordingtoacompletelydifferentmethodof
organizingthe44survivingmanuscripts.84Itisbasedontheshortrecensionof
thework(chapters1–7andpartsofchapter9),whichactuallyappearsinthe
oldest extant manuscripts (Laur. gr. XI, 14, 12th c. andVat. gr. 857, 12th c.),85
whilethemanuscripttraditionofthecompleterecension(15chaptersandthe
prologues)doesnotbeginuntilthe14thcentury.86Subsequently,thesystem
introducedbySjöberg–thedivisionofthemanuscriptsintorecensionA(with
theincomplete,butoriginaltext),andrecensionB(withthecompletetext,a
productof laterexpansion)– isconsideredtobecommonsense inmodern
scholarship.The assumed gradual expansion of the SI over time also corre-
spondsexactlytothetradition-historicaldevelopmentsofmostothernarrative
materialofafolktalenature.87

AswelearnfromtheoldestsurvivingmanuscriptoftheSI,thetranslation
oftheoriginalGreektext(thusrecensionA),wascommissionedbytheorder
ofEmperorAlexiosIKomnenos(1081–1118).88Thephilosophosandmagistros
SymeonSeth(i.e.,acourtofficialinConstantinople)ismentionedinnumer-
ous other manuscripts as the translator. He can also be identified with the
identicallynamedphysicianwhowasprobablyborninAntiochandauthored
scientificandmedicalwritings inthesecondhalfof the11thcentury.89This
author,amasterofSyrianandArabic,isthereforeoneofthosetypicalintel-
lectual “border crossers” who was best suited for translating scholarly and
literarymaterialfromonelanguageintotheother,andalsofromoneculture
intoanother. InsofarasSymeonSethalsoperformedthis transferofknowl-
edgeintheserviceofaruler,namelyAlexiosKomnenos,thereareanumberof
striking parallels between him and IM, who indeed translated the KwD into
Arabicatthecommandofthe‘Abbāsidcaliph.Thetranslationofthematerial

83 Onthismanuscript,seeSjöberg(ed.),Stephanites,pp. 29and47.
84 Sjöberg(ed.),Stephanites.
85 Onthesemanuscripts,seeSjöberg(ed.),Stephanites,pp.28and40.
86 A list and description of all the manuscripts is provided by Sjöberg (ed.), Stephanites,

pp.24–54,andCondylis-Bassoukos,Stéphanitès,pp.XXVII–XXVIII.
87 AswasalreadydemonstratedforthehistoryoftransmissionoftheArabicKwD,seeabove,

pp. 435 and pp. 445–48. On other folktale material with similar developments in their
transmissionhistory,seethecontributionsinthisvolume,includingthechaptersonthe
Alexandermaterial,onDigenis,andonArabicepic.

88 Sjöberg(ed.),Stephanites,p.7;Beck,Geschichte,p.41.
89 OnSymeonSethandhiswork,seeSjöberg(ed.),Stephanites,pp.87–99;Beck,Geschichte,

pp.41–42;Niehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung,pp.37–38(withadditionalbibliography).
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firstbyIMandthenbySymeonSeth,aswellasvarioussubsequenttranslations
of the KwD at the command of other rulers (e.g., Alfonso X of Castile [the
Wise],theFrenchqueenJoanofNavarre,theIlkhanidrulersofPersiainthe
14th century), shows that this material was exceptionally well suited for a
translatio studiiinthesenseofatranslatio imperii.90Atextthatwasdesigned
from the very beginning as a mirror for princes (i.e., as a handbook for the
ruler)andatthesametimewassuitableasanedifyingtextbookforthemasses
waspredestinedtobeincludedbyrulersofdifferentnationsintheirpolitical
andculturalprograms;thiswasdoneinordertosituatetheirclaimtopowerin
thetraditionofpreviouspotentates.Aswasalreadymadeclearinthecaseof
theKwDbyIM,itistypicalofsuchatranslatio studiithatitbeproducedasa
translationinthesenseof“culturalrecoding”ratherthanasaliteraltransla-
tion.The basic requirement for the adoption of the KwD into the canon of
ByzantineliteraturewasalreadyfulfilledbyIM,sincehehadadaptedtheethi-
calandmoralframeforageneralmonotheisticreadershipinthespiritofadab 
(as described earlier); it was therefore far enough removed from the Indo-
Persianoriginal.Inadditiontotheaforementionednotionsoflawandjustice
through the addition of Chapter 2, the adaptation of the KwD for a more
general monotheistic audience is further demonstrated by the repeatedly
emphasizedthoughtsontheafterlife,whicharealreadysopronouncedinthe
Arabictextthat itcouldconceivablybeendorsedbyanorthodoxByzantine
reader.91ThisismanifestalreadyatthebeginningoftheKwDandtheSI,where
in the frame story of the first chapter (“Lion and Ox”) an ancient merchant
lectureshislazysonswhodidnotwanttolearnatradebysayingthataman
shouldstriveafterthreethings,namelywealth,agoodreputationintheeyesof
others,andtreasuresinthelifetocome.92

OnthebasisofIM’swork,SymeonSethcreatedatranslationoftheKwDinto
Greek–atranslationalignedwiththeliterarytraditionsandtastesofByzantine
readers.93Inordertoaccomplishthis,hetranslatedthedocumentintoclassi-
cal koine with numerous allusions and quotations from ancient poetry, the

90 Onthistopicsee,Kinoshita,“Translatio/n”,whichgivesothertextualexamplesforatrans-
latio studiiinthesenseofatranslatio imperii.

91 Onthistopic,seeCondylis-Bassoukos,Stéphanites,pp.151–66.Onideasconcerningthe
afterlifeintheKwD,seealsop.446.

92 Stephanites kai Ichnilates,ed.Sjöberg,p.151.Anincorrectinterpretationofthispassage
maybefoundinKazhdan,“Seth”,p.1883.OnthispassageinthePañcatantra,seeDeBlois,
Burzōy’s voyage,p.23.

93 AdetailedlexicographicalandliterarystudyofSymeonSeth‘stranslationisavailableby
Condylis-Bassoukos,Stéphanites(withasynopticlistofthechaptersandstoriesofthe
ArabicandGreekeditionsonpp.211–17).
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Bible, and the church fathers. He avoided the exotic flavor imparted by
Arabisms;instead,heincorporatedLatinloanwords.Hisattemptstoproducea
completelyHellenizedtranslationoftheworkarealsoreflectedinthenames,
somethingobviouseveninthetitlealone.InthenamesKalīlaandDimna,he
identifiedtheArabicrootsiklīl(“wreath,”“crown”)anddimna(“trace,”“hint”)
and translated them with the Greek Stephanites (“wreath-bringing”) and
Ichnilates (“the one pursuing the trace/hint”).94 Apart from that, he consis-
tentlyavoidedtranslatingthemanypropernamesbelongingtoanimalsinthe
Arabic text; this can be explained by the fact that it was uncommon in the
Greekmythicaltraditiontogiveanimalsnames.95Forinstance,inChapter8
(“KingandBird”)theexoticbirdnamedFanzaorQubirrabecomesasimple
magpie(kissa).96AsidefromStephanitesandIchnilates,thefewpropernames
thatSymeonused(alwaysforpeople),hereplacedwithnamesthatwerefamil-
iarfromhisowntradition.Forexample,theIndiankingDabšalīmbecamethe
OldTestamentAbesalom.Alsoparticularlystrikingarethestructuralchanges
thatSymeonSethmadeincomparisonwiththeArabicoriginal.Byomitting
numerous subordinate narratives, expanding the second narrative level to a
largeextent,andcompletelyleavingoutthethird,hespreadouttheinterwo-
venindividualexempla(socharacteristicoftheArabicKwD)tocreateamore
straightforward narrative flow. As Niehoff-Panagiotidis has shown based on
chapterfour(“OwlsandCrows”),SymeonSethadaptedtheworktotheexpec-
tationsthataByzantinereadereducatedinancientrhetoricaroundtheyear
1100 would have had.97 It is clear from the Life of Aesop, the Syntipas and
Barlaam and Ioasaph that the contemporary Byzantine reader was already
familiar with a similar kind of narrative structure, i.e., an epically broad
exemplary story on the first narrative level and brief individual exempla to
illustrateit.98Thus,SymeonSethchangedtheArabicKwDonboththemacro
andthemicroleveltosuchanextentthat,ifwetakethemodernrequirements
ofatranslationasastartingpoint,itismoreaccuratetospeakofitasaninde-

94 SeeBrockelmann,“Kalīlawa-Dimna”,p.506.
95 SeeCondylis-Bassoukos,Stéphanites,p.109.
96 Ibnal-Muqaffa‘,Kalīla wa-Dimna,ed.Cheikho,p.211,line6(herewiththenameFanza);

ed. ‘Azzām, p. 237, line 6 (here with the name Qubirra); Stephanites kai Ichnilates, ed.
Sjöberg,p.242,line8.

97 Niehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung,pp.117–23.
98 Niehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung,p.123,whohoweverexcludes(thecollectionofpara-

blesfrom)Barlaam und Ioasaphfromthisnarrativetraditionwithoutgoodreason.Con-
cerningtheworksmentioned,seealsothecontributionsinthisvolumebyR.Volk,I.Toth
andB.Krönung.
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pendentworkthanasmerelyatranslation.99Becauseofthisfact,itwouldbe
futiletotrytoidentifythedirectmodel(s)ofSymeonSethamongthemany
ArabicmanuscriptsoftheKwD.100SymeonSeth’sshortrecension(A)ofthe
GreekSIremainsasingularphenomenoninthehistoryoftheKwD’stransmis-
sion.Initsroleasamodelforfurthereditionsofthework,itshouldonlybe
relevantforthelaterByzantinerecensionB,andnotfortranslationsintoother
languages.Onlytheso-called laterSyriacversionof theKwD (probablypro-
duced in the 10th or 11th century) shows a striking affinity to Symeon’s text
(e.g., the lack of prologues, Christianization of the text through the use of
manyBiblicalquotations).101However,thiscanbeexplainedmorebyasimilar
intellectual environment in the translator’s place of origin, i.e., the border
between Byzantium and the Islamic caliphate, than by a direct relationship
betweenthetwoversions.102

3 The Long Version of Stephanites kai Ichnilates (Recension B)
Theso-calledlongversionoftheSI,alsoknownasrecensionB,includesall15
chaptersandthreeprologuesoftheArabicversionandisavailabletousvia
Puntoni’seditio princeps.103Sjöberg,theeditorofrecensionA,identifiedthat
recensionBisalaterexpansionofSymeonSeth’stranslation,anddividedthe
manuscripts intosixsubrecensions(δ,ε, ζ,η,θ, ι).104Theparamount impor-
tanceofsubrecensionsBε,theso-calledrecensio Eugeniana,tothetransmission
historywasrecognizedearlyon.Inseveralofthemanuscriptsbelongingtothis
recension(alsointhemanuscripteditedbyPuntoni,seeabovepp.449–50),
EugeniosofPalermo(1130–1203)isnamedastheonewhocommissionedthe
work.Althoughultimatelythequestionmustremainopenastowhatrolehe
playedinthedevelopmentoftherecensio Eugeniana,hisdirectparticipation
init,atleast,isverylikely,aswecanspeculatefromthevariousbiographical

99 Ontheproblemofincautiouslyusingmodernconceptionsregardingtranslationtoexam-
inepremoderntexts,seeShamma,“TranslatingintotheEmpire”.

100 Condylis-Bassoukos,Stephanites,pp.26–27;Niehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung,p.118,and
Hámori,“Shameful”,p.192,haveidentifiedatcertainpointsarelativeaffinitytothemanu-
scripteditedbyCheikho.

101 W.Wright, The Book of Kalilah and Dimnah translated from Arabic into Syriac, Oxford,
1884.

102 Onthesimilaritiesanddifferencesofthesetwoversions,seeNiehoff-Panagiotidis,Über-
setzung,pp.32–33.

103 Thethreeprologuestranslatedinthisrecensionarethe“LongerVersionofBurzōē’sVoy-
agetoIndia”,“TheIntroductionofIbnal-Muqaffa‘”,andthe“LifeofBurzōē”.Theorderof
thechapterscorresponds to themanuscripteditedbyCheikho, seeabove,pp.434–38,
andn.9and14.

104 Sjöberg(ed.),Stephanites,pp.61–78.
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informationabouthim.Thusweknowabouthismultilingualism,typicalfor
NormanSicilyinhistime,whichmadeitpossibleforhimtocomposevibrant
translationsofandintotheGreek,Arabic,andLatinlanguages.Eugenios’liter-
aryproductionandhisparticularproximitytotheNormandynastyinSicily(in
whose service he held various administrative offices and was appointed
Admiralin1190)showsinturnstrikingparallelstothebiographiesofSymeon
SethandIM.105Heretoowearedealingwithapolyglotintellectualsituatedat
aculturalcrossroads,whoseproximitytotherulingdynastymayhavebeena
decisivefactorastotheprimarygoaloftheadaptationoftheKwD.Onceagain
it isclearthatthespecialappealof theKwDwasnotonlyonaccountof its
entertainmentvalue,butprimarilystemmedfromthefactthattheworkwas
understoodandacceptedasa“real”(i.e.,notpurelyliterary)mirrorforprinces.
It is all the more astonishing that the SI is disregarded or even altogether
ignoredinthescholarlydiscussionofthemirrorforprincesinByzantium.106
ThusintheformationoftheByzantineSI,wearefacedwithadoubletranslatio 
studii,whichfirsttookplacein11th-centuryConstantinople,andthenagainin
NormanSicilyaroundtheyear1200.Theeditoroftherecensio Eugenianaonce
morecreatedaworkthatdiffersvastlyfromtheSIofSymeonSethandagain
consulted the Arabic original for this purpose. He indeed used the existing
translationoftheSIbySymeonSethasthebasisforhiseditionandsupple-
menteditwiththerestofthechaptersandtheprologuesfromtheKwD.Buthis
owncontributiongoes farbeyondmerelyaddingthepassagesmissing from
Symeon Seth’s version. He rendered his model into vernacular idiomatic
speechcharacteristicofsouthernItalyandSicily,aslexicaldetails(e.g.,theuse
of Romance loanwords) show. Based on the model of one (or more) Arabic
manuscriptsofthecompletework,herevised,supplemented,andexpanded
recensionAfurther inthesenseofa “back-assimilation”totheArabicKwD.
Thisismanifestbythefactthathereinstitutedthecomplicatednestingtech-
niquebyreinsertingallthestoriestakenoutbySymeonSethandalsoadding
backtheconnectivetissuethatisofutmostimportancetothecohesionofthe
text.107ButitisalsoapparentinexoticnamesborrowedherefromtheArabic
text,e.g.,Chosroes ’Anasouranos.TheIndiankingthatSymeonSethcalledby

105 OnEugeniosofPalermoandhisliterarywork,seeJamison,Admiral Eugenios;Falkenhau-
sen,“EugeniodaPalermo”,andnowespeciallyCupane,“EugeniosvonPalermo”.

106 Thus by Prinzing, “Beobachtungen”, p. 6. The SI goes entirely unnoted by Odorico,
“miroirs”,andReinsch,“Bemerkungen”.

107 SeeNiehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung,pp.117–29.
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theOldTestamentnameAbesalomisnowDesalom,anassimilationbacktothe
Arabicmodel,whichhasDabšalīm.108

OnlyforanothersubrecensionofrecensionB,namelyBδ,isitpossibleto
showthatitoriginatedindependentlyoftherecensio Eugenianaandinvolved
directengagementwithanArabicprototype;allothersubrecensionscanbe
tracedinoneformoranotherbacktoBεorBδ.UnliketheeditorofBε,theedi-
torofBδ–probablyascholarfromConstantinopleduringthefirsthalfofthe
12thcentury–followedSymeonSeth’smodelveryclosely.Themaininnova-
tionshemadeincomparisontoSymeonSetharelimitedtothecompletionof
thetruncatedchapter“KingandBird”andtheadditionofthechapters“Lioness
andHorseman”and“KingofMice”;theremainingchaptersandprologuesare
missinghereaswell.ThechapterstranslatedbySymeonSeth–includingthe
simplifiednarrativestructure–hehasleftalone,forthemostpart.Itisclear
thatanotherArabicmanuscript(ormanuscriptgroup)musthavebeenavail-
abletohimastheeditorofrecensio Eugeniana,sinceinthelatter,chapter11
(“KingofMice”)ismissing.109

AneditionofrecensionBadheringtomodernstandardsofscholarshipand
dealingwiththesubrecensionsBεandBδasindependenttexts(whichshould
beclearlydistinguishedfromrecensionA)isstilladesideratum,asisatransla-
tion(ofbothrecensions)oftheSIintoamodernscholarlylanguage.

Overall,recensionBoftheSIlikewiseplaysaratherinsignificantroleinthe
broadertransmissionhistory.Neverthelessafewearlytranslationsofitexist
–forinstance,thetranslationintoOldChurchSlavonicdatingtothe13th–14th
centuries,whichisamoreorlessdirecttranslationoftheBδ-recension.110The
ItaliantranslationtitledDel governo dei regni,whichdatestothe16thcentury
andwasprobablydonebyDomenicoPatrizzidaCherso,alsogoesbackinlarge
parttotheBδ-recension,althoughitcontainsthethreeprologues.111Inaddi-
tion,aLatin translation(theso-calledGreek-Latinversion)was transmitted
that isverysimilartotheBε-recension. ItmayhavebeenproducedinSicily
shortlyaftertheversionbyEugeniosofPalermo,perhapsduringthereignof
Frederick II (1220–1250).112 There are also two modern Greek paraphrases

108 See Condylis-Bassoukos, Stéphanitès, pp. 110–11; Niehoff-Panagiotidis, Übersetzung,
pp.87–88.

109 OnrecensionBδ,seeSjöberg(ed.),Stephanites,pp.68–78.Niehoff-Panagiotidis,Überset-
zung,pp.41,92–93and123.

110 Sjöberg(ed.),Stephanites,pp.112–114;Niehoff-Panagiotidis,Übersetzung,pp.42–43.
111 Sjöberg(ed.),Stephanites,pp.116–20;SternaiSaraceno,Kalila et Dimna.
112 A.Hilka,Beiträge zur lateinischen Erzählungsliteratur des Mittelalters,vol. II:Eine latei-

nische Übersetzung der griechischen Version des Kalila-Buches,Berlin1928.Onthistransla-
tion,seeSjöberg(ed.),Stephanites,pp.114–16.Anearlydatingofthistranslation,perhaps
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made by the patriarchate officialTheodosius Zygomalas in the 16th century
and thedoctorD. Prokopios in the 18thcentury,aswell asperhaps another
fragmentarymodernGreekversionofthe16thcentury–allofwhichgoback
tolatersubrecensionsoftheBrecension.113
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Chapter18

“I grasp, oh, artist, your enigma, I grasp your 
drama”: Reconstructing the Implied Audience of 
the Twelfth-Century Byzantine Novel*

Panagiotis Roilos

AsisthecasewithmanyByzantinetexts,theprecisedatesoftheKomnenian
novelsremainmoreor lessopentodebate.Theirproductionmostprobably
spannedtheyearsfromthelate1130stothelate1150s,theorderoftheircom-
position having been as follows: 1). Rhodanthe and Dosikles by Theodore
Prodromosbefore1138,2).Aristandros and KallitheabyConstantineManasses
in the 1140s, 3). Hysmine and Hysminias by Eumathios Makrembolites in
1143-mid-1150sand4).Drosilla and ChariklesbyNiketasEugenianosinthelate
1150s.1 Those texts were the products of a vibrant intellectual environment,
whichfosteredasystematicrevivalofanumberofancientGreekgenresand
discursivemodes.2TheappropriationofelementsoftheancientGreektradi-
tion(mostnotablyofliteratureandmythology)bythenovelistsinvestedtheir
workswithconsiderableculturalcapital,whichcouldbeappropriatelymar-
ketedandevaluatedintheelitesocialandculturalcirclesofConstantinople.
Therediscoveryandadaptationofthepagan“Hellenic”heritagetotheChris-
tian medieval Greek present was often defined by a broader cultural and
discursive stance that should be described in terms of amphoteroglossia
(“double-tonguedness”).3

Although in Byzantium the ancient Greek novel had been the object of
noteworthyrhetoricalandmoralisticapproachesinpreviouscenturiesaswell,
thecreativeengagementwithfictionalwritingofthatkindhadtowaituntil
the Komnenian period, a considerable part of which could be described in

* ForJacquesBouchard,dearfriendandcolleague.
1 Forrelevantarguments,seeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.7–11,wherealsoearlierbibliography;

cf.Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels.LandmarksoftheearlystudyoftheKomneniannovels
includeAlexiou,“ACriticalReappraisal”;Hunger,Antikes und byzantinisches Roman;Beck,
Byzantinisches Erotikon.

2 ForthebroaderculturalcontextoftheKomnenianperiodwithanemphasisonthereignof
Manuel I, seeMagdalino,The Empire; cf.Roilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.4–13;Kazhdan/
WhartonEpstein,Change.

3 Ontheconceptofamphoteroglossia,seeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,esp.pp.15–24.
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termsofaculturalRenaissance.Theelucidationof the issueof thepossible
synchronicrecipientsoftheKomneniannovels,theireducationalandsocial
status,andtheirexpectationsisofmajorimportanceforourscholarlyexplora-
tion of the “worldliness” of those texts – of the conditions, that is, of their
production,circulation,andconsumptionintheiroriginalhistoricalcontexts.
Thereconstructionoftheirintendedaudienceconstitutesacrucialparameter
ofanystudythataspirestogobeyondtraditionalformalisticanalysesandto
address,instead,issuesofhistoricalanthropologicalrelevance,includingthe
“ethnographyofthevehiclesofmeaning”activatedbythoseworks.4

The specific audiences of the 12th-century Byzantine novel may to some
extent,albeithypothetically,bereconstructedonthebasisofevidencegleaned
indirectlyfromthetextsthemselvesandfromcertainparatextualinformation
originating from the authors or from later scribes.5 Relevant extratextual
sourcesarealmostnonexistent,withtheexceptionofa“letter”composedby
NiketasEugenianosandaddressedtoacertain“grammatike,”aladyofperplex-
ing identity. In that letter, Niketas attests to the appeal that his novel could
have to particular members of his contemporary audience.6 The letter pro-
videsnoconclusiveinformationaboutthespecificsocial,family,oranyother
background(exceptfortheeducationalone)ofthatlady.Eventheveryfactu-
alityandthenameofthatpassionatefemalereaderofDrosilla and Charikles
cannotbeestablishedbeyondanyreasonabledoubt.Bethatasitmay,what
canbesaidwithcertaintyisthatthe(actualorimagined)femaleaddresseeof
Eugenianos’ letter is depicted as exceptionally educated, familiar with, and
capableofappreciatingtheaestheticeffectof,differentsophisticatedpoetic
meters. In the case she was a real person, Eugenianos’ eromene grammatike
seemstohavebelongedtothatcategoryof12th-centurywomenwhofostered
andencouragedtheproductionof(often“high”)literaryworksandothercul-

4 Fortheneedofahistoricalanthropologicalapproachtopremodernliteratureingeneraland
toByzantineculturalproductioninparticular,seeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.23–24;also
Roilos;“Phantasia”.Forliterature’sworldliness,seeSaid,The World, the Text,pp.33–35.As
Ihavearguedelsewhere(Roilos,Amphoteroglossia,p.23),an“ethnographyofthevehiclesof
meaning”(onthisconceptseeGeertz,Local Knowledge,pp.118–19)ofaliterarytextofthepast
elucidatesthewaysinwhichthatworkmighthavebeencomposedandreceivedinitsoriginal
contextintermsofasynthesisandactivationofdifferentculturaltextures.Fortheconcept
ofthe“intendedreader”,seeWolff,“DerintendierteLeser”.

5 Theterm“paratext”referstothoseelementsofthephysicalpresentationofaliterarywork
thatsurround(“para”-)thecorpusofthemaintext:seeGenette,Paratexts.

6 Ed.inJ.-F.Boissonade,Nicetae Eugeniani narratio amatoria et Constantini Manassis fragmenta,
Paris1817,pp.7–10.
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turalactivities.7AlthoughtheletterdescribesherrequesttoEugenianosthat
he compose and send “erotic verses” to her in terms of a fervent admirer’s
appeal rather than a commission involving recompense, her (actual or fic-
tional)roleinthatauthor’spoeticcareerisveryclosetothatofapatroness.

OneofthefourextantmanuscriptsofProdromos’Rhodanthe and Dosikles
(PalatinusGraecus43,14thc.)preservesadedicatoryepigramaddressedbythe
authortoananonymous“Caesar.”Currentscholarlyconsensusisthat,asfirst
ElizabethJeffreyssuggested,8 itsaddresseewasNikephorosVryennios,Anna
Komnene’shusband,whodied in 1138. Inadditionto its significance for the
dating of Rhodanthe and Dosikles (1138 or more precisely 1136, the year
VryenniosleftConstantinopletojoinamilitaryexpeditioninSyria,appearsto
beasafeterminus ante quemforthecompositionofthenovel),thisdedication
providesimportantinformationabouttheconditionsofthesynchronicrecep-
tion of the Komnenian novels, since it confirms that members of the
Constantinopolitan aristocracy belonged to their intended and actual audi-
ence.Furthermore,oneofthenovelists,EumathiosMakrembolites,belonged
himselftoanaristocraticfamilyandwaselevatedtohighpublicoffices.9

TheKomneniannovelswerewritteninarchaizingGreekandasaruleina
sophisticated rhetorical style. Three of them were composed in verse
(Rhodanthe and DosiklesandDrosilla and Chariklesiniambicmeter;Aristandros 
and Kallitheainpoliticalverse)andonlyHysmine and Hyminiasinprose.The
PatriarchPhotios’andPsellos’commentsontheancientGreeknovelleaveno
doubt that in Byzantium that genre was often conceived of and received in
termsofrhetoricaldiscourse,asthishadbeencodifiedespeciallybylate-antiq-
uityrhetoricianssuchasHermogenes,MenandertheRhetor,andthetheorists

7 Onpatronagein12th-centuryConstantinople,seeMagdalino,The Empire,pp.335–56,Mullett,
“AristocracyandPatronage”.Inthemid-12thc.theSevastokratorissaEireneplayedacentral
roleintheConstantinopolitanintellectualsceneasapatronessofseveralliterati,seeJeffreys,
“TheSebastokratorissaEireneasaLiteraryPatroness”and“Thesebastokatorissa Eireneasa
Patron”,aswellasJeffreys/Jeffreys,“WhowasEirene?”.Highlyeducated12th-centuryliterati
wouldalsoproducepoetryinthevernacular,astheworksofPtochoprodromosandMichael
Glykasindicate.OnPtochoprodromos,seeAlexiou,“PloysofPerformance”;hisworksare
availableinH.Eideneier,Ptochoprodromos,(NeograecaMediiAevi,5),Cologne1991(reprint
withexpandededitioninGreek:Iraklion2012);forGlykas’Poem from Prison,seeE.Tsolakes,
Μιχαὴλ Γλυκᾶ στίχοι οὓς ἔγραψεν καθ᾿ὃν κατεσχέθη καιρόν,Thessalonike1959.

8 Jeffreys,“ADate”,followedbyAgapitos,“PoetsandPainters”;cf.Jeffreys,“TheNovels”.
9 ForasummaryofcurrentviewsontheidentityoftheauthorofHysmine and Hysminias,see

Jeffreys,Four Byzantine Novels,pp.159–60.
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ofprogymnasmata(rhetoricalexercises).10Inthe12thcentury,GregoryPardos11
andJohnPhokasalsocommentedonthe“graces”ofHeliodorus’andAchilles
Tatius’novelsintermsofrhetoricalcompositions.EspeciallyPhokas’reference
inhisDescription of the Holy Land toTatius’ekphrasisoftheharborofSidonas
aparadigmaticexampleofthatspecificrhetoricalsubgenre12leavesnodoubt
that12th-centuryreaderswouldoftenreadtheancientGreek(andmostprob-
ably their contemporary, Komnenian) novels as primarily rhetorical works
consistingofquasi-autonomouspartscomparabletoprogymasmaticcompo-
sitions. Particularly revealing is also the fact that a catalogue of authors
recommended for educational purposes preserved in a 13th-century manu-
scriptincludesHeliodorusandmorereluctantlyTatius.13

Of special interest with regard to the probable terms of reception of the
Komnenian novels are the marginal annotations preserved in their manu-
scripts.Themajorityofthoseannotationsconfirmtheimpressioncreatedby
Phokas’praiseofTatius’ekphrasisoftheharborofSidon:theyindicatethatthe
Komneniannovelstoowereoftenperceivedasnarrativewholesconsistingof
potentiallyself-containedsectionscomparabletodifferenttypesofprogym-
nasmata (exercises), most notably ethopoiia (character study), ekphrasis 
(description),diegema (narration),orgnome(maxim).Forinstance,amanu-
scriptofHysmine and Hysminiaspreservedfromaperiodrelativelyclosetothe
compositionofthenovel,VaticanusGraecus1390(13thcentury),includesmar-
ginalnotessuchas:“ekphrasisofthegarden”,“ekphrasisofthewell”,“ekphrasis
ofHysmine”,“ekphrasisofthevirtues”,“narrative”,“maxim”.Quiteoftenlaments
in the novels are described as such in the manuscripts, and, occasionally,
sophisticatedsectionsofthetextsaresingledoutandpraisedasparticularly
“beautiful”(ὡραῖον).Similarparatextualsignsarefoundinthemanuscriptsof
theotherKomneniannovelsaswellasoftheancientGreekexamplesofthe
genre; e.g. in the abovementioned manuscript (Vaticanus Graecus 1390),
Heliodorus’Aethiopica,whichfollowsMakrembolites’novel,isaccompanied
by similar marginal annotations.14 Manuscript tradition as early as the 13th
century confirms therefore that medieval readers tended to receive and

10 ForthereceptionoftheancientGreeknovelinrhetoricaltermsinByzantium,seeRoilos,
Amphoteroglossia,pp.32–50.

11 Ed.D.Donnet,Le traité Περὶ συντάξεως λόγου de Grégoire de Corinthe. Étude de la tradition 
manuscrite,Brussels1967,p.321,p.34.

12 Ed.inPatrologia graeca133,932D.
13 JerusalemTaphos106,6v-7r.
14 Foradiscussionofsuchevidenceinthemanuscripttradition,seeRoilos,Amphoteroglos-

sia,pp.48–50,65,85–87,276,291–92.Conca,“Scribielettori”,providesusefulinformation
mainlyaboutNiketasEugenianos’snovel.
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evaluatetheKomneniannovelsmainly,butofcoursenotexclusivelyinrhe-
toricalterms.Thisviewisfurthercorroboratedbythereceptionoftheancient
GreeknovelsbyByzantineliterati,asIobservedabove.Agoodcaseinpointis
Psellos’ appreciation of the epeisodia diegemata (episodic narratives) of the
Aethiopica,15all themoresincethatByzantine intellectualwasvery familiar
with(butnotalwaysloyalto)Hermogenes’rhetoricalprinciples,asforinstance
his“ethopoiia”oftheempressZoeinhisChronographiasuggests.16

Theapplicationofrhetoricalcriteriatotheaestheticevaluationofthegenre
persisted in the later centuries of Byzantium. Writing in the 14th century,
JosephRhakendytesrecommendedAchillesTatius’andHeliodorus’worksas
prototypicalparadigmsforthecompositionofworksof“narrativerhetorical
subjectmatters”.ThesignificanceofRhakendytes’statementliesnotonlyinits
emphasisontherhetoricaldimensionsofthosetextsbutalsointhefactthat,
tothebestofmyknowledge,itprovidesthefirst(indirect)overarchingdescrip-
tion that may be applied only to that particular genre, thus going beyond
the potential ambiguity of previous terminological categorizations such as
drama or plasma.17 The same rhetorician provides some interesting but
neglectedinstructionsaboutthe“proper”readingofliterarytextsingeneral.18
Rhakendytes’instructionsconfirmthatsophisticatedByzantines,liketheones
thatmostprobablyconstitutedalargeportionoftheoriginalaudienceofthe
Komenniannovels,tendedtoreceiveandevaluateliteraryworksintermsof
rhetoric.

TheaestheticrefinementthattheKomneniannovelistscommunicatedto
anaudiencewhichwasexpectedtoacknowledgeandappreciateitaccordingly
is, to my view, exhibited particularly in their abundant, direct or indirect,

15 SeetheremarksonHeliodorusinMichaelPsellos,Essays(ed.A.Dyck,Michael Psellus, 
The Essays on Euripides and George of Pisidia and on Heliodorus and Achilles Tatius
[ByzantinaVindobonensia,16],Vienna1986,p.92,31–32).IdiscussPsellos’viewsabout
theepeisodia diegematainRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.44–46,50.

16 MichaelPsellos,ChronographiaV22,(ed.D.R.Reinsch,Michaelis Pselli Chronographia,2
vols.[MillenniumStudien/MillenniumStudies,52],Berlin-Boston2014,p.91,10–92,22.
OnthatsectionoftheChronographia,seeSchissel’sstillusefulobservationsinSchissel,
“Die Ethopoie der Zoe”. Aspects of Psellos’ approach to Hermogenes are discussed in
Dyck,Michael Psellus,pp.31–33.

17 AvailableinRhetores Graeci,ed.Walz,vol.3,p.521,21–22.ForRhakendytes’viewonthe
novel,seeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,p.48.InGreekitwasnotuntilthebeginningofthe
19thcenturythatagenerallyacceptedtermwasintroduced:mythistoria;seeRoilos,“The
PoeticsofMimicry”.

18 Rhetores Graeci,ed.Walz,vol.3,pp.562, 16–563,20;ForRhakendytes’ ideasseeRoilos,
Amphoteroglossia,pp.61–62.
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meta-discursivecomments.All thethree fullypreserved12th-centurynovels
arerepletewithsuchreferences,which,especiallyinHysmine and Hysminias
and in Drosilla and Charikles, often activate multilayered amphoteroglossic
associations.Leavingasideitscloseconnectionswithancientexamplesofthe
genre,especiallywithAchillesTatius,19Hysmine and Hysminias,Iargue,wasto
a great extent composed as a narrative riddle, the decipherment of which
operatesmainlyontwointerpretivelevels:onthetextual level,theprotago-
nists(mostnotablythelove-struckhero)areengagedinagradualdecodingof
severalallegoricalrepresentationsandoverarchingconceptualandstructural
categories (e.g. “eros” and “eris”); on the extratextual level, the audience is
invited to follow actively the characters’ involvement in that hermeneutic
gamebutalsotolocateandstitchtogetherthenovel’snumerousallusionsto
different,attimesevenantithetical(paganandChristian)literaryandbroader
cultural intertexts.20 The enigmatic nature of that work and the need for a
dynamic participation of the audience in its decipherment is tellingly indi-
catedinamanuscript(MediceusLaurentianusAcquistieDoni341;15thc.),21
whereitisstatedthatMakrembolites’“composition”is“insolubleanddifficult
tobeunderstoodbythe ignorantones”. Inthisrespect itshouldbestressed
thatEumathiosMakremboliteswasalsoknownastheauthorofacollectionof
riddles.22

Theenigmaticcharacterofthenovelisfurthersupplementedandcompli-
cated by a number of allegorical modulations later in the story, which is in
generalnarratedinarhetoricalstyleveryclosetotheHermogenean“Idea”of
“Dignity”(semnotes).23Thosemodulationsandtheirrhetoricalsophistication
wouldhaverequiredwell-educatedreaders,capableofproperlyappreciating
them. Inadditionto itssubtleallusionstoChristian literaryandtheological

19 ForMakrembolites’debtstoAchillesTatius,seeNilsson,Erotic Pathos.
20 ForthisaspectofMakrembolites’novelanditshistoricalcontextandintertext,seeRoilos,

Amphoteroglossia,pp.139–203.
21 For thismanuscript, seeCataldiPalau, “La traditionmanuscrite”,p.76; seealsoRoilos,

Amphoteroglossia,pp. 137–38.ThepopularityofMakrembolites’novel isattestedbyits
veryrichmanuscripttradition(seeCataldiPalau,ibid.);foraspectsofthereceptionofthe
sametextinearlymodernEuropeanliteratures,cf.Beaton,“HopefulMonsters”;Nilsson,
“InresponsetoCharmingPassions”,ead.,“Lesamoursd’Ismène&Isménias”.

22 Ed.M.Treu,Eustathii Macrembolitae quae feruntur aenigmata,Breslau1893.
23 For this aspect of Makrembolites’ novel, see Roilos, Amphoteroglossia, pp. 196–203.

Accordingtothe2nd-centuryrhetorHermogenes,“Dignity”(semnotes)referstotheuse
ofelevatedstyleanddictionaswellastotopicsrelatedtodivineandothertranscendental
matters.
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tradition, Hysmine and Hysminias is replete with intertextual references to
majortextsofGreekantiquity,includingmostnotablytheepicsandtragedy.
OfspecialinterestisMakrembolites’useoftheHesiodicpoems,whichprovide
himnotonlywithspecificliteraryintertextsbutalsowithnotionsthatheuses
asoverarchingstructuralprinciples.24Thenarrator’sself-referentialcomments
reachtheirculminationattheendofthenovel.Afteranumberof“unsuccess-
ful”appealstodifferentgodstoimmortalizehiseroticadventures,thenarrator
resortstothepowerofwritingtoproducemonumentsthattranscendtime’s
destructiveeffects.Hermes’eloquencewilleventuallygrantHysminias’narra-
tivethetranshistoricaldynamismitdeserves.25

Thenarrator’sself-awarenessandhissenseofbelongingtoalongliterary
traditionis furthercorroboratedbysomesubtle intertextualallusionsatthe
endofhisnarrativetothehistoryofthegenre.Thereferencetothewritingof
hisstoryon“unfadingwood”anditseloquenttranscriptionbysomeoneinthe
future in the formofan immortalverbalmonumentseems toallude to the
convoluted framingofAntoniusDiogenes’The Wonders beyond Thule.26 The
veryendofHysmine and Hysminias,whichisaddressedtodifferentpotential
groupsofreaders,reenactsatoposwell-knownatleastsinceLongus’Daphnis 
and Chloe: all members of the audience will be pleased by Makrembolites’
work,sinceitaddressesthedesiresofallthosewhoareeithereroticallydis-
posed or more continent, or more sympathetic toward dramatic situations.

24 SeeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.171–75,178,192.Hesiod’sworkswereparticularlypopu-
lar in the 12thc.,as for instanceTzetzes’commentariesonthemindicate(available in
I.Bekker,“DieTheogoniedesJohannesTzetzesausderBibliothecaCasanatensisheraus-
gegeben”,Abhandlungen der Königlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften in Berlin,1840,pp.
147–69;A.Colonna,“IProlegomeniaEsiodoelaVitaesiodeadiGiovanniTzetzes”,Bollet-
tino dei classici greci e latini 2(1953),27–40;seealsoDahlén,Zu Johannes Tzetzes Exegesis).
The significant allegorical interpretation of Theogony by John Diakonos Galenos was
mostprobablycomposedinthesamecentury;seeRoilos,“UnshapelyBodies”.

25 Eumathios Makrembolites, Hysmine and Hysminas 11, 23. 4, ed. Marcovich, pp. 151, 19–
152,3.

26 ArelativelydetailedsummaryofDiogenes’novelisprovidedbyPatriarchPhotios,Biblio-
theca, cod 166, 111a.20–111b, ed. Henry, vol. 2, who focuses on the work’s exceptionally
elaboratenarrativestructure.AsimilarmotifisalsofoundintheEphesiaca byXenophon
Ephesius5.15.2aswell:herethestoryoftheheroes’adventuresiswrittenonamarbleslab
which is subsequently dedicated to Artemis; see Cupane “Una passeggiata”, p. 83 and
n.119.
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Makrembolites’referencetothechastityofhisprotagonists,despiteitsliterary
history, assumes marked moral connotations if read within the Christian
author’ssynchronicreligiousandculturalcontext.Byzantinedefendersofthe
genreemphasizedtheethicalfortitudeoftheprotagonists.Indicativeofthis
approachis,forinstance,theallegoricalinterpretationofHeliodorus’storyby
PhilipposthePhilosopher,27accordingtowhichCharikleia,Heliodorus’hero-
ine, is the allegorical embodiment of temperance. A similar display of this
virtue is put forward by Rhodanthe, the female protagonist of Theodore
Prodromos’novel. Inasolitarypatheticethopoiia,Rhodanthe, lamentingfor
her separation from her beloved Dosikles and reinforcing her decision to
remainloyaltohimuntildeathdespitepresentvicissitudes,presentsherselfas
anexemplumofmorality(7, 117–119. 122–123).Rhodantheseemstoventrilo-
quizetheauthor’sownunderstandingofhisheroine’smoralstature,especially
hisfocusingonhertemperance(sophrosyne),28aswellastheexpectationsof
his intendedaudience. In fact,anepigramonHeliodorus’Charikleia,which
hasbeenattributedtoTheodoreProdromoshimself,highlightsherexemplary
behaviorinawayrecallingRhodanthe’sself-praise.29

EpigramsontheKomneniannovelspreservedintheirmanuscriptsallowus
aglimpseintoadifferentbutsimilarlymoralizingattitudetowardtheirerotic
storiesonthepartoftheirmedievalreadership.Forinstance,aseriesof“verses”
onHysmine and Hysminiasfocusonthehero’s(ratherthantheheroine’s)pas-
sionate love, that results inmanymisfortunes.Thereadersare instructedto
receiveHysminias’storyasafictionaldeterrentagainsteroticlove.Thisisof
course a misreading of the novel, because the ordeals that the two lovers
encounterareeventuallyovercomeandresultintheirparadigmatichappy(re)
union, which, according to the hero himself, deserves to be immortalized

27 Forthetextofthisallegoricalinterpretation,seeA.Colonna,Heliodori Aethiopica,Rome
1938,pp.366–367;foritsauthorshipanddate,seeColonna,“TeofaneCerameo”,Cupane,
“FilagatodaCerami”,Roilos,Amphoteroglossia,p.130.AcconciaLongo,“Filippoilfilosofo”
and“LaquestioneFilippoilfilosofo”,whicharguesfora5th-centurydating,isunconvinc-
ing.ForadetaileddiscussionoftheallegorizationofancientGreekfictioninByzantium,
seeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.130–39.

28 FortheimportanceofsophrosyneintheKomneniannovels,seeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,
pp.106–7,158–60,173–75,183–89.

29 Colonna,Heliodori Aethiopica,p.372.AnotherepigramonTatius’novel,whichisattrib-
utedtothePatriarchPhotiosortoLeothePhilosopher,similarlyextollsthetemperance
especiallyoftheheroinebutalsoofherbeloved:seeE.Vilborg,Achilles Tatius, Leucippe 
and Clitophon,Stockholm1955,p.163.
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throughHermes’art.30VersesonRhodanthe’seroticadventuresareofasimilar
moralisticspirit;31morebalancedisanepigramonEugenianos’Drosilla and 
Charikles,sinceitreferstothehappyend(marriage)oftheprotagonists’love
adventures.32 The reserved attitude toward love narratives attested in these
epigramsfoundaninterestingliterarydevelopmentintheallegoricalpoemOn 
Chastity by Theodore Meliteniotes, written around two centuries after the
Komneniannovels.TheinnovationofMeliteniotes’workliesinthefactthatit
provides an explicitly critical reading of the alleged immorality of previous
love stories while, at the same time, adjusting inherited novelistic generic
modulationstoitsideologicalandethicalagenda.33

Thecondemnationoflicentiousnessandtheemphasisbycontrastonpure
loveandchastityisofcourseoneofthemainthemesofthenovelsthemselves,
notonlyofthoseshortpoeticcommentariesonthemorofMeliteniotes’text.
Drosilla and Charikles provides a highly original reworking of the topos of
sophrosyne. Inan inventivetwistofnovelisticconventions,arusticcounter-
hero, ironicallynamedKallidemos, indulges inarhetoricalexpositionofhis
desireforchasteDrosilla.Hisspeechshouldbereadasaparodyoftherhetori-
cal subgenreofethopoia.34 Ina ratherprovocativesubversionofmoraland
novelistic expectations, he first refers to two cases of aggressive carnal love
fromHeliodorus’Aethiopica(6.388–90)andthentoliteraryexamplesofchaste
love(erotas sophronisantas) thatresulted inthe legitimateunionofthetwo
lovers,includingtheparadigmofDaphnisandChloe.

TheepisodeofKallidemos’allegedlyrefinedbutultimatelyvulgar flirting
withDrosillainEugenianos’workisoneofmanyexamplesintheKomnenian
novelsof theco-existenceofdiverse,evenantitheticaldiscourses.Polarities
thatareeventually integrated intooverarchingdiscursivesyntheses inthese
textsinclude,forinstance,thefollowing:elevated/“low”;pagan/Christian;seri-
ous/comical;allegorical/grotesque;sensual/spiritual,etc.Themostinteresting
juxtapositions of such antitheses occur at narrative intervals that introduce

30 SeeEumathiosMakrembolites,Hysmine and Hysminias,ed.Marcovich,p.xxiii-
31 SeeTheodoreProdromos,Rodanthe and Dosikles,ed.Marcovich,p.163.
32 SeeNiketasEugenianos,Drosilla and Charikles, ed. Conca, p.30.
33 ThepoemisavailableinMiller, Poème allégorique;seealsothechapterbyC.Cupanein

thisvolume,pp.118–19.
34 Drosilla and Charikles6,440–51.OnthissceneinEugenianos’novelanditsmultilayered

intertexts,seeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.68–79;cf.Milazzo,“Motivibucolici”,Burton,
“AreemergenceofTheocriteanPoetry”.OnthisepisodeseealsothechapterbyI.Nilsson
inthisvolume.
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performativechronotopes into the texts.35Suchchronotopescontributenot
onlytothedialogicaspectsofthenovelsbutalsototheiramphoteroglossia.
Theperformativedynamisminherentintheseintervallicchronotopesallows
theauthorstoassimilateelementsoftheircontemporaryworldintotheirnar-
rativesandtoinvolvetheiraudiencesinplayfulresponsestocurrentcultural
conventions,thusenhancingthe“worldliness”oftheirliteraryproducts.This
active,albeitattimesoverlysubtle,complicitybetweenauthorsandaudiences
is,Iargue,animportantdimensionofthe“consumption”oftheKomnenian
novels in their synchronic contexts, all the more since some form of aural
receptionoftheseworksintheperformativespaceofrhetoricaltheatersdoes
notseemtobeimprobable.36

AtellingcaseinpointistheperformanceoftheclownSatyrioninTheodore
Prodromos’novel.Ihavediscussedthisepisodeextensivelyelsewhere;37hereI
wouldliketocenteruponsomekeyobservations.ThescenetowhichSatyrion’s
performativeintervalbelongsconstitutesacomplexinterdiscursivespacethat
incorporatesdiverse,synchronicandinherited, literaryandbroadercultural
intertexts.38Ceremonialrituals,courtpoetry,rhetoric,mime,religiouspoetry,
evenculinaryartare integrated intoamultilayeredwhole thatactivates the
hermeneutic involvement of the novel’s contemporary (medieval) audience
alongtwoaxes:thetranshistorical(paradigmatic)axisof(bothancientGreek
and Christian) literary tradition, and the synchronic (syntagmatic) one of
refinedallusionstoByzantinerealia.Satyrionentersthisintervallicspaceafter
theperformanceofaculinarymarvelatthecourtofMistylos,theleaderofthe
pirates who have arrested the two protagonists.The incident, which echoes
similarmarvelsattheByzantinecourtespeciallyonoccasionsofdiplomatic

35 Fortheconceptofintervallic,i.e.theatricalchronotopesingeneral,seeBakhtin,Rabelais 
and his world,pp.165–66.(MikhailBakhtin,Dialogic imagination,pp.84–258describes
“chronotope”astheunderlyingstructureoftimeandspaceinagivennarrative).

36 IdiscusstheseperformativeaspectsoftheKomneniannovelsinRoilos,Amphoteroglos-
sia,pp.245–300;foramethodologicaldiscussionoftheoral/auralaspectsofthetransmis-
sion and reception of medieval literature in general, see Roilos, “Oral Literature”.
Marciniak,“ByzantineTheatron”isageneraloutlineofpreviousresearchon“rhetorical
theater”inByzantium.

37 Roilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.253–88.
38 The concept of interdiscursivity, with regard to literature and other complex cultural

phenomena with special emphasis on ancient Greek societies, has been proposed by
Dimitrios Yatromanolakis; see Yatromanolakis/Roilos, Toward a Ritual Poetics, ch. 2;
Yatromanolakis,Sappho in the Making;id.,“GenreCategorie”;id.,“AncientGreekPopular
Song”;id.,Greek Mythologies.
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rivalry,39becomesthesubjectofGobryas’rhetoricalsophistry,whichalludes
alsotothemesemployedinhymnographyontheNativity.40

The appearance of Satyrion41 in Prodromos’ novel may very well have
alludedalsotoactivitiesofrealclownsandotherperformersattheByzantine
courtandaristocratichouses,astheseareattestedin12th-centurysources.42
ThisprobabilityisreinforcedbythefactthatSatyrion’sperformanceofahymn
inhonorofhismasterMistylosbearsdistinctivesimilaritieswithconventions
of contemporary Byzantine court poetry, a genre in which Prodromos him-
selfhadinvestedaconsiderablepartofhisliterarycareer.43ThroughGobryas’s
andSatyrion’sperformancesthenarrativechronotopeofProdromos’fiction,
whichissituatedinagenericpaganpast,isthusexpandedtoincludeallusions
tosynchronicsocioculturalcontexts.Thisinterdiscursiveprocess,whichwas

39 LiutprandofCremona,whovisitedtheByzantinecourtasanenvoyinthemid-andlate
10th century, describes such technological marvels in the Antapodosis 6.5 (transl.
P.Squatriti,The Complete Works of Liutprand of Cremona[MedievaltextsinTranslation],
Washington, DC 2007, pp. 197–98); see also Constantine Porphyrogennetus, Book of 
Ceremonies, ed. J. Reiske, Constantini Porphyrogeniti De Cerimoniis Aulae Byzantinae,
Bonn1829/1830,vol.1,pp.566–70.Forthepoliticalmanipulationofmechanicalwonders,
see Trilling, “Daedalus and the Nightingale”. The culinary marvel in Prodromos’ novel
intriguingly recalls a similar incident in Petronius’ Cena Trimalchionis; see Roilos,
Amphotero glossia,pp.260–61.

40 SeeProdromos’commentariesonthehymnsofJohnofDamascusandKosmasMelodos,
ed.H.Stevenson,Theodori Prodromi Commentarii in carmina sacra melodorum Cosmae 
Hyerosolymitani et Ioannis Damasceni,Rome1888.

41 SatyrionisalsothenameofthejesterinLucianSymposium19.TheodoreProdromosalso
wroteseveral“Lucianic”dialogues.Significantly,thegenreofthenovelwasresuscitatedin
aperiodinwhichsatirewasalsosystematicallycultivated;seeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,
pp. 235–38. An important 12th-century satirical text (Ananias or Anacharsis) has been
attributed toanotherKomneniannovelist,NiketasEugenianos (the text isavailable in
D.A.Christides,Μαρκιανὰ Ἀνέκδοτα 1. Ἀνάχαρσις ἢ Ἀνανίας 2. Ἐπιστολὲς – Σιγίλλιο,Thessa-
loniki1984,pp.203–90).Several11th-and12th-centurysatiricaltextsarenowconveniently
availableinR.Romano,La satira bizantina dei secoli XI–XV,Turin1999.

42 InhistreatiseOn Those Who Insult Providence because of Their Poverty (Patrologia graeca 
133.1293–1294A),TheodoreProdromosreferstotheexistenceofsimilarperformersinhis
contemporary Byzantium. Another 12th-century novelist, Constantine Manasses, com-
posedaratherdetailedekphrasisofajester,anunusuallyshortmidget,attheByzantine
court (text in Ch. Messis/I. Nilsson, “Constantin Manassès, La Description d’un petit
homme:introduction,texte,traductionetcommentaires”,Jahrbuch der österreichischen 
Byzantinistik 65[2015],169–94).

43 Adetailedreconstructionofcomparablesynchronicperformativecontextsandconven-
tionsisprovidedinRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.257–88.
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activatedalsoinotherKomneniannovels,44investedRhodanthe and Dosikles
withadditionalgenericmodulations,mostnotablycomical,parodic,andper-
haps satirical ones, which, like the allegorical modulations in other novels,
wouldmotivateadynamicresponseonthepartofitscontemporaryaudience.

Those works’ performative chronotopes (which accommodate not only
comicaleventsbutalsodancingandlyricalsinging)45maybeviewedassubtle
meta-performativecommentarieson thepossibleoccasionsonwhich those
workswereintendedorexpectedtobereceivedbytheircontemporaryaudi-
ences.Literarygatheringscanbeviewedaslikelyperformativecontextsforthe
auralreceptionofthenovelsnotonlybytheauthors’possiblepatronsbutalso
by other literati. The sophisticated rhetoricity of those compositions; their
allusiveresponsetodifferentreveredexamplesofpaganandsacredliterature;
instancesofrefinedintertextualdialoguesamongthemselves;andindirectref-
erencestosynchronicsocial,cultural,andliterarydevelopmentsindicatethat
“informed” recipients may have been counted among those who would fre-
quentsuchliterarygatheringsor,atanyrate,amongthosewhomthenovelists
wouldhaveenvisagedasmembersoftheiroriginalaudience.Producedinan
eramarkedbyaferventliterarycreativity,whichoftenresultedinintenseintel-
lectualantagonism,46 theKomneniannovels– investedas theywerewitha
greatdealofculturalcapital–wereprobablyintendedforconsumptionbythe
mosteminentsocialand intellectualagentsof theactiveculturalmarketof
12th-centuryConstantinople.

44 EspeciallyinEugenianos’novel,whereallusionstosanctionedtextsoftheChristiantradi-
tion(PsalmsandtheSong of Songs)arecombinedwithinstancesofprovocativehumor;
seeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.288–300,andnextfootnote.

45 See e.g. Nausikrates’ dance in Prodromos’ novel. In Drosilla and Charikles, Barbition,
whosenameechoesbarbitos(theancientstringedinstrument,ontheculturalconnota-
tionsofwhich,seeYatromanolakis,Sappho in the Making,chapter2),istheembodiment
of musical performance in that text (3, 255–322); similar instances include Kleandros’
singingin2,320–385,singing,dancing,andtheexchangeofplayful,satiricalpoemsata
feastinhonorofDionysos(3,119–254;3,323–338).Mostintricateamongtheseperforma-
tiveeventsinEugenianos’novelare the“Bacchanal”danceandappallingsongoftheold
womanBaryllis(7,265–315).InHysmine and Hysminias,performancesareofalesspro-
vocativenatureandtakeplacealsoatbanquets;seeRoilos,Amphoteroglossia,pp.288–96;
onNausikrates,ibid.,pp.247–52;onbanquets,ibid.,pp.238–301.

46 For intellectual antagonism in 12th-century Byzantium, see Garzya “Literarische und
RhetorischePolemiken”.
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Chapter19

“Let me tell you a wonderful tale”: Audience and 
Reception of the Vernacular Romances

Carolina Cupane

Theissuesofthemodesofreceptionandthepossibleorintendedaudience
are of paramount importance when analysing literary discourse. However,
whilethecontextofproductionandreceptioninmodernliteratureisusually
well-known,thereforemakingasocialmappingpossibleandmeaningful,the
samedoesn’tapplytothemedievalera.Thisisparticularlytruewithregardto
Byzantinevernacularpoetry,thebulkofwhichhasbeenanonymouslyhanded
downinpost-Byzantinemanuscripts.UnlikeWesternmedievalliterature,we
knowneitherauthors,noraddresseesofByzantinevernaculartexts,norcan
theirlatemanuscripttraditionshedlightontheoriginaryreceptioncontext.
Theonlyexceptionstothisruleare,tothebestofmyknowledge,thepoemsof
Poor Prodromos(Ptochoprodromos)inthe12thcentury,whichare,atleastpar-
tially, written in the vernacular and are dedicated to the emperors or other
membersoftheKomnenianfamily,andpossiblyperformedincourtmilieu.1

ConcerningtherestofByzantineliteraryproduction,onlyreceiversofhigh-
browrhetoricalworks,–e.g.letters,imperialorations,occasionalpoetry–at
leastfromthe11thcenturyonward,aswellastheaudienceofthe12thcentury
verseloveromances,maybeidentifiedwithsomecertainty.2

Ontheotherhand,liturgicalandmoralizingtextsaswellashomiliesand
especiallysaints’ lives,written ina lessdemandingregister (in theso-called
koine)3andplainstyle,wereaccessibletoawideraudience.Infewcasesspe-
cificreceiverscanbedetected,foritseemsthatseveralBioi(Lives)ofsaints
werewrittentobereadoutaloudinmonasteriesforaverysmallaudienceof
monksornuns.4However,theycertainlydidn’tremaintheonlyones.Onthe

1 Ed.Eideneier,Ptochoprodromos1991und2012;literaryaspectsofthepoemsareanalysedby
Beaton,“RhetoricofPoverty”;ontheperformativenatures.Alexiou,“PloysofPerformance”.

2 OntheaudienceoftheKomnenianlovenovels,andmoregenerallyofhigh-browrhetoric
literature,s.thecontributionsbyP.RoilosandI.Nilssoninthepresentvolumepp.463–79and
39–66respectively.

3 Ontheissues.Niehoff-Panagiotidis,Koine und Diglossie.
4 SomeexamplesaretobefoundbyKalogeras,“TheRoleoftheAudience”;onaudienceand

receptionofhagiographictextsgenerally,s.theoverviewbyEfthymiadis/Kalogeras,“Audience,
LanguageandPatronage”.
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contrary, we can safely assume that educated people too delighted both in
readingorlisteningtotheseedifyingtales.5

The picture, so far, is clear: highbrow, rhetorical literature addressed
(althoughnotexclusively)thefeweducatedones,whereastextswritteninthe
koinewereopenforwiderutilization.Therise,fromthe12thcenturyonwards,
of vernacular literature came to disturb this clear-cut distinction. Was the
audienceofsuchliteraryproductiondifferentfromthetwoabove-mentioned
groups? Was that literature actually produced and intended for circulation
amongthelowersocialstrata?Arewe,therefore,allowedtospeakinthiscase
of“folkliterature”?6

Vernaculartextsinfactdisplayfeaturesthatsomehowsetthemapartfrom
thelearnedones:1.Theyarenormallytransmittedanonymously.2.Aconsider-
ablegapcanbeascertainedbetweentheirdateofcompositionandthetimeof
theirwrittentransmission.3.Allofthemarepoeticworksusingthesamefif-
teen-syllable verse (also called political verse = politichos stichos) and are
actuallycomposed inasortofmixed languagethat incorporatesvernacular
and learned elements, and abounds with repetitions and formulaic expres-
sions.4.Lastbutnotleast,theydonotrepresentfixedtexts;therearerather
differentversionsofagivenstorycharacterizedbyahighspectrumoflinguis-
ticvariationindictionaswellasinmorphology.

Thequestionarisesastowhethersuchanobvious“otherness”ofthosetexts
necessaryimpliesanentirelydifferentaudienceandmodeofreception,allthe
moresincetheveryfeaturesmentionedabove,and,mostnotably,thedazzling
varietyofmeaningfultextualvariantsseemtosuggestthatatleastsomeofthe
extantmanuscriptsmaybelatertranscriptsoforallytransmittedpoetry.7

 Epic Poetry: Digenis Akritis

Whendiscussingtheissueoforalityvs.literacyinthemedievalGreeklitera-
turethefocushasmainlybeenonepic,whichistraditionallybelievedtobean
essentially oral genre. In Byzantium, epic is only represented by the poem
Digenis Akritis which in its second part recounts life and exploits of the

5 Ontheinteractionbetweenfolk-andhighcultureconcerningeverydayreligiouslifes.the
briefbutinsightfulremarksofRoilos,“OralLiterature”,pp.231–32andn.22;asforthecon-
scioususeofdifferentlevelsofstylestomatchtheneedsofdifferentreceiverss.Hunger
“Stilstufen”;Ševčenko,“LevelsofStyle”.

6 Onthisissue,seeCupane,“Wievolkstümlich”,esp.pp.577–81.
7 Fortheseissuess.indicativelyJeffreys,“TraditionalStyle”;Jeffreys/Jeffreys,“ByzantinePopular

Poetry”;Eideneier,“Leser-oderHörerkreis”.
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eponymoushero,and,inthefirstone,thestoryofhisparents.Survivingindif-
ferentversionsdatingfromthe12thtothe17thcenturies,thepoemhasoften
been connected to oral songs, now lost, that celebrated the heroic deeds of
ByzantinewarriorsagainsttheMuslimsattheborders(akrai,henceakrites)of
the empire at the time of the Arab-Byzantine conflict (8th–10th centuries).
Eventhoughthesupposedexistenceofasongcycleon“akritic”subjects,which
wouldhavebeenthe immediatesourceof thepoem,hasbeenshowntobe
nothingbutascholarlyconstruction,Digenisdoes, infact, indicateacquain-
tancewithoralliterarytradition.8Theanonymouspoetdrewfromitseveral
themes that could be defined as mythical – such as the mother’s curse, the
youngestson’skeyrole,theabductionofthebride,theslayingofthedragon–
themesthatstillsurviveinthefolkpoetryofmodernGreece.Bethatasitmay,
thepoem’s literarydimensioncannotbechallenged.Alltheextantversions,
eventhe“folk-like”E,andespeciallythewell-structuredG(bothmostprobably
originallycomposedinthe12thcentury)aswellasthelaterrewritings(15th–
17thcenturies)9displayclearhintsattheHellenisticloveromance,whichwas
abouttobereactivatedasagenreincontemporarylearnedliterature.10

The texts themselves seek thus explicitly to relate their own story to the
learnedclassicaltraditionbyconfrontingittotheHomericpoemswhichare
supposedtobeuntrustworthy.Thesameappliestotheoralepictraditioncel-
ebratingthedeedsoftheapelatai(bandits),whichtheredactorofGlocateson
theoppositepoleoftheliterarycontinuum.Boththeclassicalandtheoralfolk
poetryhedeclarestobeinferiortohisowntruthfulpoem:

CeasewritingofHomerandthelegendsofAchilles
AndlikewiseofHector:thesearefalse
[…..]
AsforoldPhilopappous,KinnamosandIoannakis,
Itisnotatallworthrecountingstoriesaboutthem:
Fortheyhaveboastedbutachievednothing.11

8 On this issue, see the well-balanced analysis by Beaton, “Digenis Akrites and Modern
GreekFolkSong”.

9 Onthedifferentversionsofthepoem,seetheusefuloverviewbyJeffreys,“TheAfterlife”.
10 Onancient romanceand itsByzantinerevival s. thecontributionsofM.FusilloundI.

Nilssonrespectivelyinthepresentvolume;onDigenis’connectionstothecontemporary
literatureMagdalino,“DigenisAkrites”;Jeffreys,Digenis Akritis,pp.XLII-XLIXaswellthe
contributionofC.Jouannointhisvolume,pp.260–84.

11 Digenis Akritis, Version G IV 27–28. 33–35, ed. Jeffreys, Digenis Akritis, p. 68: Παύσασθε
γράφειν Ὅμηρον καὶ μύθους Ἀχιλλέως / ὡσαύτως καὶ τοῦ Ἔκτορος, ἅπερ εἰσὶ ψευδέα /
[…] Φιλοπαπποῦ τοῦ γέροντος, Κιννάμου καὶ Ἰωαννάκη / οὐδ᾿ὅλως ἔστιν ἄξιον τὰ αὐτῶν
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AscholiumbythelearnedmetropolitanofCaesarea,Arethas(9th–10thcen-
turies) indeedatteststothefactthat,athistime,“wanderingminstrels”put
togethersongsaboutthedeedsoffamousmenandwentfromhousetohouse
singing them for money.12 One such song celebrating a lone hero of Arab-
ByzantineancestrycouldwellhaveprovidedtheframeworkoftheDigenis tale.
Thisinitialstorywasthentakenoverbyaneducatedpoet,whoenrichedand
fashioned it according to traditional literary rules. By comparing itself with
boththewrittenandtheoraltradition,thepoemprovestobe–asthehero
whosedeedsitcelebrates–a“di-genis”(two-origin)productsharingelements
withboththeliteraryandtheoraltradition,albeitneitherofthetwoisdeemed
bythepoettobeanauthority.13Rather,hiscreationispresentedassomething
new,lyinginakindofnoman’slandlocatedbetweenthetwooppositepoles.
Asinthecaseoftheherohimself,thepoem’ssuperiorityseemstoarisefrom
theblendingofcontrastingelements:itisjusttherightmixturethatproduces
itsvalueaswellasitstruthfulness.

WhichprimaryaudienceDigeniswasaddressedto?Whowerethepeople,
whomostprobablywouldlistentotheperformanceofsuchanunusual(for
establishedByzantinestandards)pieceofliterature?Thepoemdoesnotoffer
anyhintsastoitsintendedreceivers,noristhemomentofpublicperformance
infrontofafictionalaudience(whichmighthavereflectedtherealone)repre-
sented in the work, as it was the case in Western epic and will be later in
Byzantine vernacular romances as well.14 Nevertheless, at least as far as the
G-Versionisconcerned,itissafetoassumethattheprimaryaudienceofthe
originalcompositionistobefoundnotfarawayfromthesamecourtmilieu
wheretheemperor(ManuelIKomnenos)couldbeaddressedtoasthenew
Digenis.15

καταλέγειν·/οὗτοιγὰρἐκαυχήσαντομηδὲνπεποιηκότες;inE(718–722,ed.Jeffreys,p.292)
thereferencetotheoraltraditionabouttheapelataiislacking,whichmayperhapsindi-
catethepoet’smorepositivestancetowardstheworldofthefrontierepic:s.RizzoNervo,
“StoriaeFiction”;cf.ead.,Dighenis Akritis,pp.41–44.–Astothetopicoffictionalityvs
historicaltruthinDigeniss.Cupane,“Unapasseggiata”,pp.63–68;foradifferentunder-
standingseeAgapitos,“FictionandFictionality”,pp.268–76.

12 S.Beaton,Folk Poetry,p.77;forfurtherexternalreferencesconcerningsingerss.Jeffreys/
Jeffreys,“ByzantinePopularPoetry”,pp.507–9.

13 ThiswouldhavebeenthecasefortheWesternoralepictraditionwhoseauthoritywas
neverchallengedintheMiddleAges;s.indicativelyDuggan,“MedievalEpic”.

14 SomeexamplesfrombothWesternandByzantineromancescanbefoundinAgapitos,
“FictionandFictionality”,pp.296–311;cf.Cupane,“Leggere”,pp.86–91.

15 InthefourthpoemofPoor ProdromosthepoetcallsemperorManuelIKomnenos“anew
Akrites”(Ptochoprodromos,IV544–45,ed.Eideneier,pp.168–69:τòννέοντὸνἈκρίτην).
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Thisisnottosay,ofcourse,thatthisandotherversionsofthepoemnever
reachedwidercircles.Gitself,forexample,ishandeddowntogetherwithone
versionofthemoralizingpoemSpaneasinamanuscriptwritteninSouthItaly
at the end of the 13th century.The fact that a folio had been torn out of it,
removing a morally indecent seduction scene, may suggest that the manu-
scriptwasusedinalocalclericalmilieu.TheEcodex,inturn,waswrittenin
15th-centuryCreteandmaythereforereflecttheliterarytasteandexpectations
oftheisland’sbourgeoisaudience.TheByzantinecourtcultureandmilieuare,
infact,completelyoutsidethehorizonoftheEversion.Itiscertainlynocoin-
cidencethattheideologicallychargedmeetingofDigeniswiththeemperoris
notfeaturedinthatversion.Thepoem’slater(17thcentury)rewritingsinprose
andrhymedpoliticalverse(bothproducedonthe islandChios)wereseem-
ingly considered suitable for a learned clerical audience, since the rhymed
version (penned by the monk Ignatios Petritzes) was dedicated to a high
churchofficial.16

 The Romances

Romance,morethananyothergenre,isrootedinwrittennessandwouldeven
bealmostunthinkablewithoutwriting.17Byzantinevernacularromancesare
noexception.They,too,wereconceived,realized,andhandeddowninwriting,
as their narrative structure at the macro-level and rhetorical stylisation at
the micro-level suggest. Furthermore, the great majority of the vernacular
romancesleavenodoubtastotheirowntextualitybyexplicitlystatingtheir
statusaswrittentexts.Atthesametime,theseveryromancespretendtobe
oral tales, recited aloud to a listening audience, thus reenacting in fictional
terms the actual conditions of their possible oral transmission and perfor-
mance.18Prologuesand/orepiloguesareusuallytheprivilegedplacesforan
authortomakemetanarrativestatementsabouthisownfunctionasanarrator
andabouthisintendedreceivers.Heusuallydoesthisbythemeansofdirect
addressestotheaudience.

16 OnDigenislaterewritingss.Kechagioglou,“DigenesAkritesinProse”.
17 Onthisissues.indicativelyZumthor,La lettre et la voix,pp.295–322.
18 S.Ridder,“FiktionalitätundMedialität”withexamplesfrommedievalchivalricromances,

as well as Schäfer, “Hearing from Books”, 124–36 on old-english poetry; cf. Haug,
“Mündlichkeit,Schriftlichkeit”.As for therelationbetweenfictionandreality,s.below,
pp.485–87
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Come!Attendamomentallyouyoungpeople.
Iwishtotellyouthefairesttale,
anastonishingandhighlyvariedstory.19

The authorial narrator of Velthandros and Chrysantza assumes the role of a
singer of tales and addresses a young audience, offering them an exciting
adventuretaleandstirringtheirinterestbyprovidingfirstashortsummary.No
mention of writing and reading whatsoever is to be found in Velthandros,
whichthussustains the impressionofanexclusivelyoraldelivery.However,
thiscouldbeduetothefactthattheromance,aswehaveit(inalater,early
15th-centuryversion),underwentashortening,bywhichallthemetanarrative
interventionswereomitted.20

Compositionandsocietalaffiliationoftheaudience,onthecontrary,remain
undefined. Nevertheless, the young people fond of heroic tales are strongly
reminiscent of the hero’s opponent in the romance Kallimachos and 
Chrysorrhoe.Theauthor(probablyAndronikosPalaiologos,anephewofthe
emperor Michael VIII) describes Kallimachos’ rival as “single, unmarried,
entirelyfree,fondofhunting,bravedeeds,andmartialprowess…avoracious,
appreciative listener, he loved stories about foreign countries, wonders and
warexploits”.21Towhatextentthefictionalspeakerandthelistenersthatthe
poetconstructedinhistextcanactuallybeparalleledtorealbyzantinestory-
tellersandlistenersatthattime,isdifficulttodetermine.22Bethatasitmay,
theimageofapublicperformancetheauthor/narratorcreatedcorrespondsto
theinformationprovidedbymedievalsourcesaboutpublicperformancesof
learned literature, and can actually reflect actual contemporary practices.23
Furthermore,theliteraryimageitself,asweshallseebelow,isconsistent.

19 Velthandros and Chrysantza,1–3.23–24,ed.Cupane,pp.228–30:Δεῦτε,προσκαρτερήσατε
μικρόν,ὦνέοιπαντες!/Θέλωσᾶςἀφηγήσασθαιλόγουςὠραιοτάτους,/ὑπόθεσινπαράξενην,
πολλὰ παρηλλαγμένην·/. On this prologue see Cupane, “Una passeggiata”, pp. 78–81; for
anotherview,Agapitos,“FictionandFictionality”,pp.310–13.

20 S.Agapitos,Narrative structure,pp.50–51;Id.,“Writing,ReadingandReciting”,pp.152–54.
21 Kallimachos und Chrysorrhoe,852–54.859.60,ed.Cupane,Romanzi cavallereschi,pp.110–

12:῎Αλλ᾿ἦτονἄζυξ,ἄγαμος,ἐλεύθεροςκαθόλου, /μόνονπρὸςκυνηγέσιακαὶπρὸςἀνδραγα-
θίας /καὶπρὸςπολέμωνσυμπλοκὰςἀκράτητοςὑπῆρχεν.[…]῏Ηρχετολέγεινπρὸςαὐτὸνὄστις
πολλάκιςεἶδεν/χώρας,πολέμους,θαύματα,ξενόχρουςἀφηγήσεις,/ἦτονἐντούτοις,ἔχαιρεν.

22 S.Hanning,“TheAudienceasCo-Creator”(ontheaudienceofchivalricromances);on
fictionalisationofnarratorandaudiences.indicativelySchäfer,“IndividualitätundFik-
tionalität”,pp.60–66;Haug,“Mündlichkeit,SchriftlichkeitundFiktionalität”,cf.Scholz,
Hören und Lesen;id.,“ZurHörerfiktion”.

23 Onthiss.above,p.479,andn.1–3.
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TheprologueofLivistros and Rodamnebeginswithanaddresstotheaudi-
ence,pronouncedbytheintrafictivenarratorKlitovoswhorecountsthestory
of his friend Livistros at the imaginary court of Litavia, thus staging, as in
Velthandros,asituationofpublicrecitation,albeitinsidethefictionalworld.24
Theuseofverbsofspeakingandlistening(ἀφηγοῦμαι,ἀκούω)aswellasthe
presenceofseveraldeicticterms–ascomewithme(ἂςἔλθῃμετ᾿ἐμέν),now
(τώρα),today(σήμερον)25–andtheaddresstotheaudiencesupportthereen-
actmentofapublicperformanceatcourt.Theintendedaudience,inturn,is
widerthatthatinVelthandros,forthelistenersappeartobescatteredthrough
thewholesocialspectrum,rangingfromthequeenherselfwithherrelatives
andcourtofficialstothelowestclasses.This,ofcourse,shouldnotbetaken
literally, for it isatopos, simplyunderliningthe intendeduniversalityof the
message.Whatismore,althoughallmenaresummoned,thetaleessentially
addressesmorequalifiedpeople,inthiscasethosewhohavealreadyexperi-
encedlove’spainandhaveacompassionateheart.Theseareindeedimportant
prerequisites for the prospective audience of a love story, just as youthful
curiosityandboldnessareneededtoenjoyachivalricadventurestory:thetale
hastomatchtheaudience,asalreadyancientnarrativeknew.26

AsinthecaseofVelthandros,wecannotconclusivelyprovethatthefictional
court-associatedaudiencepicturedinLivistrosactuallyreflectsthesocialenvi-
ronmentoftherealoriginaryaudienceoftheromance.Nevertheless,internal
elements,suchasitsrhetoricalandstylisticsophistication,aswellasthehighly
complexnarrativestructureandtheobviousreminiscencesoftheancientand
learnednarrativetraditiondoimplyeducatedreceiverswhowereabletorec-
ognizeandenjoysuchartfulness.27

Sofar,thepictureonegetsfromtheprologuesofthevernacularromancesis
oneofconsistentorality:a talereaches itsaudienceexclusivelythroughthe
storyteller’slivevoice;thereisnomentionatallofwritingorofreadingfroma
book.Theworldofliteracyseemsindeedfarremovedfromthehorizonofthe
vernacularromances.However,whenanalysingthetextsthemselvesandespe-
ciallytheepilogues,onefacesadifferentsituation.

24 Livistros und Rodamne,Redaction α,2–10.13–17.20,ed.Agapitos,p.257;onthispassage,
seethechapterontheoriginalromancesbyC.Cupaneinthepresentvolume,p.102.

25 Onsuchoralformulasstrategicallyplacedattheverybeginningofapoems.Zumthor,
La lettre et la voix,p.231;Schäfer,“Hearingfrombooks”,pp.126–28.

26 Thisisindeedatime-honoredtopos,alreadydocumentedinancienteroticfiction;seeon
thisissuethechapterbyP.Roilosinthisvolume,pp.469–70.

27 S.thechapterbyC.Cupaneinthisvolume,pp.101–10.
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Writing and reading are actually very prominent in Livistros. First, in the
realmofErosthattheheroentersinavision,hefindsvariousinscriptionson
buildings,statuesandpaintingswhichinformhimaboutthemeaningofwhat
heseesandwhichhedulyreads.Laterinthestory,whenLivistroseventually
arrivesatthecastleofPrincessRodamnehehasnoothermeanstocommuni-
catewithherinordertodeclarehislovethanthroughletters.Theselettersare
allwrittenbytheveryhandofthesenderandread,mostprobablyprivately,by
theaddressee.Nodoubt,theanonymouspoetconjuresuptheimageofaliter-
atecommunity,28thusconfirmingthepictureofacourtlyaudiencedrawnin
theprologueandreinforcingitspossiblelinkswithreality.

Atthesametime,duetotheromancestructure,bothinscriptionsandlet-
ters are presented as being read aloud, whereby the overall impression of a
predominanceofthespokenwordarises.Thisimpressionisfurtherstressedby
thepresenceoffourpieceslabelledassongs(tragoudia)beingsungalternately
byRodamne’smaidsandLivistros’companions.However,theepilogueofthe
romance which marks a shift back to the frame, re-establishes the balance
betweenwrittenandspokenword,thusgivingsomeindicationsastohowthe
realauthorwantedhisworktobeunderstood.Afterhavingtoldthestoryofhis
friendLivistros,Klitovos,thechiefnarratingvoiceintheromance,stepsoutof
thefictionalworldinwhichhewasacting,andassumingtheroleofanautho-
rial narrator, addresses the prospective (real?) audience asking for someone
to recount his own story, which would also be a kind of sequel to Livistros 
itself:

Yet,somemanwhohasasoulforsuchthings,
[…]lethimtell,writeindetail,search,examinecarefully.
Shouldhenotbeabletorecountallofthesefacts,
Isaythatheshouldwritemostofit;
And,simply,anyloverwhoshouldwishtodescribetheseevents,
Lethimadaptthemashepleasesanddesires.29

28 OntheroleandsignificanceofwritingandreadingintheromanceseeAgapitos,“Writing,
ReadingandReciting”,pp.129–33;s.alsoAgapitos,“Ἀφηγηματικὴσημασία”;Cupane,“Uno,
nessuno,centomila”,pp.452–59.

29 Livistros and Rodamne4594–601,ed.Agapitos,p.432:Ὅμωςὁκάτιςἄνθρωποςἔχωνψυχὴν
εἰςτοῦτο,/[…]εἰπῇ,συγγράψῃμερικῶς,γυρέψῃ,ψηλαφήσῃ./Καὶκἂντὰπάνταοὐδυνηθῇτὸ
νὰτὸκαταλέξῃ,/τούτωντὰπερισσότεραλέγωνὰτὰσυγγράψῃ·/καὶεἴτιςἁπλῶςἐρωτικὸς
θελήσῃνὰτὰἐκφράσῃ,/ὡςθέλεικαὶὀρέγεταινὰτὰμετασκευάσῃ(translationbyAgapitos,
“FictionandFictionality”,p.307).



487“Letmetellyouawonderfultale”

The wording of the epilogue recalls that of the prologue, since they both
address primarily sensitive people who have experienced the pain of love.
However,while the firstcreates the impressionofapurelyoralprocess, the
secondmakesitclearthattherealauthorcouldnotimaginetheprospective
taleotherthaninwrittenform,asasyngrafe(συγγραφή).Whilenothingissaid
about the modus through which the written text would reach the intended
audience, the consistent use of verbs of hearing and telling (tell: εἰπεῖν; tell,
sing:καταλέγειν;hear:ἀκούω)inalltheversionsoftheromance30conjuresup
theimpressionofapublicreadingfromabookinfrontoflisteners.

Theinterplaybetweentellingandwriting,hearingandreadingisalsofea-
turedintheAchilleid.Theprologuepresentsthenarrationasawrittenprocess31
and,asitwasthecaseinLivistros,lovelettersbetweentheloversareexchanged
andquotedverbatimbytheauthorialnarrator(andnotrecitedaloudbythe
protagoniststhemselves).Nevertheless,verbsofspeakingandhearingarevery
prominentand,again, followingthesamepatternasLivistros lovesongsare
performed.32 On the other hand, the authorial narrator in the epilogue lays
particular emphasis on the written status of his tale that – as he proudly
declares–heextractedoutofancientbooks(Homer,AristotelesandPlatoare
mentioned),reworked,andlinguisticallysimplifiedinordertomakeitunder-
standable to uneducated people. Having said that, the narrator explicitly
inviteshisreaders(ἀναγινώσκοντες)tobecomeawareofthemoralanddidactic
messagethatthetextconveys.33

Heretheauthorialnarratorevokesacontextoftraditionaleducation,most
probablywiththeviewofconferringaclassicaltouchonitsotherwisehighly
unclassicalstory.Thiscould,atthesametime,explaintheplainreferenceto
readersnormallymissing,asalreadymentioned,inthegreatmajorityofthe
romances.

30 On the versions of Livistros, s. Agapitos, Ἀφήγησις Λιβίστρου καὶ Ροδάμνης, pp. 198–233;
s.alsothechapterbyC.Cupaneinthisvolume,p.119.

31 Achilleid,3,ed.Cupane,Romanzi cavallereschi,p.324(=ed.Smith,p.15):Καὶτίνὰεἰπῶτὸν
Ἔρωτα,πῶςνὰτὸνὀνομάσω;/Καὶπῶςνὰγράψωτὰςἀρχάς,τὴνδύναμιντὴνἔχει(howshould
ItellaboutEros,howshouldIcallhim?/HowshouldIwriteabouthisbeginnings,the
strengthhehas?);onthispassages.Agapitos,“Writing,ReadingandReciting”,pp.158–59.
Admittedly, γράφω (write) could here also be understood metaphorically as “describe”
(inwhateverform).

32 Achilleid, 1290–94 and 1540–46 ed. Cupane, Romanzi cavallereschi, pp. 410 and 424
(=1377–81;1628–34,ed.Smith,pp.57and65,respectively).

33 Achilleid, vv. 1798–805. 1810–11 (ed. Cupane, pp. 440–42 = 1902–909. 1914–15, ed. Smith,
p.74).Onsuchreferencestoclassicalauthorsandtheirpresenceinothervernaculartexts,
seethechapterbyR.Lavagniniinthepresentvolume.
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Kallimachos and Chrysorrhoe – which, according to a contemporary wit-
ness, may well have been written by Andronikos Palaeologos, a nephew of
EmperorMichaelVIII34– is theonlyromancethatconsciouslygivesupthe
fictitiousrepresentationofanoraldiscourse,inthatitconstantlypresentsthe
narrationasawritten,poetictext(γραφή,στίχος).Furthermore,theauthorial
narratorexplicitly refers to theprospectivereceiversof thestoryas readers,
whoseneedshehastotakeintoaccount,forinstancebypretendingtoshorten
thenarrationinordernottowearythem,or,onthecontrary,bygivingmore
detailssoastomaketheplotmoreperspicuous.Intheprologue,however,the
narratordoesnotdirectlyaddresstheintendedaudienceasinVelthandrosand
theAchilleid,nordoeshedepictitfictionallyasinLivistros.Moreover,nothing
issaidaboutthesocialstatusofthereadersreferredtointheauthorialinter-
ventions.Nevertheless,iftheauthorshipofAndronikosPalaiologos,whichis
morethanplausible,istobeaccepted,thenwecanassumethatthetextwasas
court-orientedasthethreeaforementionedromances.

Comingbacktotheintendedmodeofreception,theemphasisgiventothe
written status of the story certainly does not mean that vocality has been
entirelywithdrawn.Onthecontrary,theauthor-narratorisfullyawareofthe
factthatnarratinganddescribingaffectbothhandandtongue:

Now,thepleasuresofthebathandthedelightsfoundtherein,
CanonlybetoldbythetongueofAphrodite.
Ahuman and mortal hand holding a pen
Wouldnothavethepowertotell and writeaboutsuchpleasures.35

Unlike Agapitos,36 I believe that in the author-narrator’s view tongue and
hand,tellingandwritingalltogetherareinvolved,eachinitsownrights,inthe
actofnarrating.Farfromexpressingoppositenotions,theyare,rather,com-
plementaryconcepts,equallyindispensableinordertoproduceagoodstory.

ThenarratorofKallimachosisnotaloneinthisview.Theauthorialnarrative
voiceintheAchilleidsharesthesameopinion:tongue(γλῶσσα),hand(χείρ)
andmind(λογισμός)arethenecessaryprerequisitesforproducinganaccom-
plishednarration/description:

34 Onthistopics.thecontributionbyC.Cupaneinthepresentvolume,pp.95–96and114–15.
35 Kallimachos and Chrysorrhoe,771–74,ed.Cupane,p.104:Καὶτοῦλουτροῦτὰςἡδονὰςκαὶτὰς

ἐντούτῳχάρεις/ἡγλῶσσαμόνηδύνεταιτῆς Ἀφροδίτης λέγειν·/χεὶρ δ᾿ ἀνθρωπίνηκαὶθνητὴ
καὶκάλαμοςἐνταύτῃ/λέγειν καὶ γράφεινἡδονὰςτοσαύταςοὐκἰσχύσει(translatedandcom-
menteduponbyAgapitos,“Writing,ReadingandReciting”,p.156).

36 Ibid.
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Whichtongue coulddescribeitindetail?
Myintellect,handsandtongue fail
Atwriting a descriptionofthebath.37

Such interplayof tongueandhandcharacterizednotonlyByzantineunder-
standingoftheproductionofnarrative.Thisverywordcombinationwasalso
extremelywidespreadbothinlateantiqueandinothermedievalcultures,per-
fectlyexpressingthesubstantialunityoftheactsofwritingandtellingatthat
time.Awriter/authorusuallydictatedtohimselfortoanother,thuspronounc-
ingloudlywhatheintendedtowrite.Lingua et manus,arethereforetwosides
ofthesamecoinandmustnotbeseparatedoranalysedindependentlyofone
another,38formedievalnarrativediscoursewasalways(andremainedatleast
untilthelate15thcentury)39bothawrittenandoralprocess.

Surelycomposedinwriting,asthemajorityofthetextsthemselvesclearly
state,theromances(andotherkindsofliteraryproductsaswell)wereinfact
soontoreturntotheiraural40destination,beingvoicedagaininperformance.
Althoughwitnessesofperformancesofpurelyentertaining,vernacularlitera-
ture are lacking, there is no doubt that such performances were staged.
Moreover, itcannotbeexcluded(althoughnotproved)thatrecitation,as in
thecaseofLivistros andAchilleid–wherelovesongsarereferredtoandquoted
verbatim–andmay-bealsoDigenis–whereasing-performanceisstagedas
well41–wassometimesaccompanied,inrealitytoo,bymusicandperhapsalso
dance.42

ThatisnottosaythatinByzantiumprivatereadersdidnotexistandbooks
were not intended to be read. It is obvious that, once written, books were

37 Achilleid778–80,ed.Cupane,Romanzi cavallereschi,pp.376–78(=834–36,ed.Smith,pp.
40–41), s. also 716–17 (ed. Cupane, p. 372 = 768–69, ed. Smith, p. 38) and 795–99 (ed.
Cupane,p.378=851–55,ed.Smith,p.41);onthepassages.Agapitos,“Writing,Reading”,
p. 159. Jeffreys/Jeffreys, “Byzantine Popular Poetry”, p. 521 understand the interplay
between“tell”and“write”,“tongue”and“hand”asa«confusion…[onlypossible]atatime
oftransition».

38 S.Green,Medieval Listening and Reading,pp.16.148;Id.,“TerminologischeÜberlegungen”,
pp.4–5.

39 Coleman,Public Reading,pp.207–20.
40 IusetheterminologyproposedbyColeman,Public Reading,pp.XI,2,27–33,whorightly

distinguishes between “orality” (of poetry without any written support) and “aurality”
(readingofbooksaloudtooneormorepeople).

41 Digenis Akrites, Version GVI105–109,ed.Jeffreys,p.158.
42 ForsimilarperformancescenesintheKomneniannovelss.thechapterbyP.Roilosinthe

presentvolume;cf.id.,Amphoteroglossia,pp.247–48,288–301.
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alwaysavailableforprivatereadingandthatthisopportunitywastaken,allthe
moresoinahighlyliteratesociety,whichtheByzantinecertainlywas,incom-
parisontowesternsocieties.Moreover,withregardespeciallytotheromances,
itisworthnotingthatanepigrambythepolymathManuelPhilesoffersavery
clearwitnessforsilent,privatereadingofaneroticbooklikelytobeidentified
withKallimachos and Chrysorrhoe.43

Nevertheless,auralityshouldactuallyhavebeenaverypopularandwide-
spreadmodeofreceptionofliteratureduringthewholeoftheByzantineera,
regardlessofthedegreeofliteracyofthetargetedaudience.Inmyopinion,it
isneitherpossiblenorsuitabletoconstructanexacttimelineoftheshiftinthe
modeof receptionofnarrativevernacular literature fromanoriginalpublic
recitationtoprivatesilentreadingonthebasisoftheromances.44Thelogicof
evolutionunderlyingthisassumptiondoesnotworkinliterature,forherethe
newneverfullyreplacestheold,andco-existenceratherthanextinctionisthe
rule.45Hencethetracesoforalitypresenttoaminorormajordegreeinallof
thevernacularromancesarenottobeseenas“oralresidues”,remainsofan
oral technique of composition embedded in the written texts, but rather as
signalsoftheirown“performative”existence.46Whilethefictionalityofboth
thedramatizedperformancesdepictedinsometextsandofthenarratorhim-
selfcannotbedenied,thisbynomeansaffectstherealityoforaldelivery,this
beingtheprevailingmodeoftransmissionandreceptionofliteraturethrough-
outtheMiddleAgesanduntilwellintothemodernera.
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AbennercharacterinBarlaam and Joasaph   
401–02,405–07

Abesalom/DesalomcharacterinStephanitis 
kai Ichnilatis   452,455

 see alsoDabšalīm
AbuharbuncleofEuthymiostheHagiorite

414
AbulheritoriginalnameofJohn,thefather

ofEuthymiostheHagiorite414
AbūMaʻālīPersianeditorofKalila wa Dīmna

(12thcentury)436
AbūSulaymānal-Siǧistānī,Islamicphiloso-

pher(10thcentury)356
 Muntaḫab Ṣiwān al-ḥikma (Selection of the 

Cabinet of Wisdom   356
AbūṬāhir-iṬarsūsī214,216
 Dārāb-nāma69,69n9,214,216–18,224,

227–28
AcciaiuoliNiccolò,grandseneschalofthe

kingdomofNaples(14thcentury)139
 family142
AchaimenescharacterinHeliodorus’

Aethiopica   41,43
AchaemenidsPersianrulerdynasty(550–330

BC)191,286
Achilleid/Tale of Achilles   11–12,118,234,

239–46,248–49,252,252n59,253–54,
279,487–89

 versionN240,244,245n44,246,252–53
 versionL240
 versionO240
Achilles131–32,166,173,234,238–42,242n35,

243–45,245nn42–43,246–51,253–54,
260,270,272,279n91,481

AchillesTatius22,27,31,33,40,41n7,44,49,
56,274,466–68,468n19

 Leucippe and Clitophon   27,40–41,44,
45n24,49

Acta Alexandrinorum   collectionofpapyro-
logicaltextsmisleadingcalled“martyr
acts”(2nd-3rdcentury)345

adab/adib,genreofArabicliteratureinthe
‘Abbāsidsepoch438–40,444–45,451

Adam174

adaptation(s)6,9–10,46,48,53,56,58–59,
98,98n14,127–50,181,203,245n43,
250–51,278–79,279n89,303,319,401,
402n3,428,449,451,454,463

ʿAdhrā68–70
Adonis59
adventure(s)6–7,11,22–25,27–29,32–36,49,

60,67n3,89,98–99,102,108,110–11,114,
131,134–35,149,166,216,253n60,254,
261–62,278–79,285n5,294–95,
298–99,306,321,324,381n4,469,
469n26,471,484–85

Adulteress, titleofaGreekmime(2nd
century)324

Aegean139,148
AeneasTrojanhero,thefounderofRome

130,133
Aesop/Aesopic7–9,13,313–32,390,392–93,

429,448–49,452
 Aesopeion318
 see alsofable(s)
AëtiusofAmida,Byzantinephysician

(5th/6thcentury)346
afterworld/afterlife
 Christian100
 religious(general)437,451,451n91
 secular11,111
AgamemnoncommanderoftheGreekarmy

againstTroy272
Agamemnonprofessorofrhetoric(character

inPetronius’Satyricon)34
AgapeLove(personificationinLivistros and 

Rodamne)103
AgapetosDiakonosByzantinewriter(6th

century)406n7,419
AgarAbraham’sservant268
AgarenesMuslims268
Ahiqar story/book of  (5thcenturyBC)4, 

318–21,326,369
 Aramaicversion319n24,320
AkontiánosGavriíl,Cretanauthorofthe

rhymedversionofApollonius of Tyre
(15thcentury)141

Akritissee Digenis
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alienspeech104,104n41,110
 see alsopolyphony
allegory/allegorical/-ize97,105,111,114,118,

137,140,143,237,428,435–36,471,474
 courtofEros104
 deconstruction/(re)interpretation33,

96–97,97n7,9,114–15,469n24,470,
470n27

 oflove11–12
 didactic12
 figure(s)/representation(s)100n19,103–04,

111,468
 journey104,118
 modulationsinthenovel468,474
 palace/castle118
 poetry/poem104,119,279,471
allusion21,28,41–43,45–46,49,53,54n59,

82,112,114,117,136,138,180,212,217,
269n40,273–74,278,301,303,305,325,
392,410,451,468–69,472–73,474n45

Alpheios,rivergodinGreekmythology59
Altercatio Hadriani et EpictetiLatinquestion-

and-answerdialogue(3rdcentury?)
348–49

Amanusblackmountain,mountainrangein
Turkey,closetothefrontiertoSyria
266

Amazons162,166,175,196,199,202,202n56,
268n36

AmbronDigenisancestor265,302
AmīrKhusrauDihlavīIndianpoet(13th-14th

centuries)86,214,222,222n54,223,
225,229

 Āʾīna-yi Iskandarī214,222–23
AmorioncityinPhrygia/AsiaMinor266
amphoteroglossia   double-tonguedness463,

472
Anatolia/Anatolian10,111–12,267,270,

271n47,301,391
 see alsoAsiaMinor
Anatolikontheme(Byzantinemilitary

province)264n19
AnchisesAeneas’father59
Andreopoulos,Michael,translatorofthe

Book of SindbadintoGreek366–67,
370,383,384n15,386n16,390n30,
393–95,395n45,396,396n52

AndronikosIKomnenosByzantineemperor
(1183–1185)112

akritaidefendersoftheByzantine-Arabic
frontier267,267n33

akritic245n42,260–61,264,269,278–79
 songcycle481
alchemy221,298–99,357–58,409n21
Alemanni,LuigiItalianpoetandstatesman

(16thcentury)134
 Gyrone il cortese 134
Aleppo266,296,306n83
Aletheia,Truth(allegoricalpersonificationin

Livistros and Rodamne)103
Alexander(ofMacedon/theGreat)36,119,

159–84,192–93,194n20,195,195nn21–
22,195n24,196,196n28,197–99,
202–03,203nn63–64,204,206,210–11,
211n5,212,212nn9–10,213,213n15,
214–15,215n23,215n25,220,220n45,
225n73,228–29,260,274,278,332n90,
345,352,390,392–93,450n87

 Egyptianlineageof215n25
  inZoroastriantradition212–14,216,228
  see alsoIskandar/alIskandar/Sekandar
Alexander Romance4,36n44,118,161,163,

190,190n3,191,191n7,193n17,194n20,
195nn21–26,196nn27–29,196n33,
197nn35–36,197n38,198nn40–41,
199nn43–44,200,200n49,201,201n53,
210n5,211,229,236,236n6,261,274,
279,279n87,332n90,341,341n9

 see alsoPseudo-Callisthenes(PC),Life of 
Alexander

Alexander’s  Letter to Aristotle/Epistola195,
195n24,196,196n28,198,202,202n58

Alexander’s Letter of Consolation to (his 
mother) Olympias197,203,203n62

Alexander and Semiramis, taleoflate
14th-early15th-centuryvernacular
romance77n54,88n100,118,196

Alexandria
 inEgypt159,161–62,166–67,174–76,

195n22,197,349
 inAsia196
AlexiosIKomnenos,Byzantineemperor10,

46,55n64,270,271n47,390,450
AlexiosIIIKomnenos,Trapezuntineemperor

176
AlfonsoXtheWise,KingofCastile447,451
‘Alīb.š-Šāhal-Fārisīallegedlyauthorofa

prologuetoKalīla wa Dimna(13th
century)435
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 Christian Syriac Alexander Legend (CSAL)   
193,193n17,203

 Pseudo-JacobofSerugh,Alexander Poem/
Alexanderlied192n13,193,193n15

 Pseudo-Methodius,Apocalypse165,
192n13,193

apocrypha/-al   12, 176,250n56, 322,325,381n4
Apollo32,166,173,313,324n45,328
Apollonio, Cantare di141
 see alsoPucci,Antonio
Apollonio, Storia di 139
Apollonii Regii TyriHistoria   138–39,318
Apollonius141
Apollonius King of TyreByzantinevernacular

romance(probablyearly15thcentury)
11,13,138–41,249,254

apophtegmatasayings165,171
Apuleius33,35,321
 Metamorphoses (orGolden Ass)35,176,

321,344
Arabia286
Arabian Nights   see One Thousand and One 

Nights
Arabism(s)369,415,452
Arab(s)/Arabic/Arabian4–5,8,8n24,9–10,

58n82,67n4,68,68n6,70–71,71n24,72,
72nn25–30,76,77n53,81–82,82n74,76,
83n78,84,84n87,86,88–89,108,149,
171n47,190,197n34,200,200n45,201,
201n53,202–03,206,210,210n4,211,
211nn5–6,213,213n15,214–15,218,220,
220n45,222,263–66,268,268nn35–37,
269,270n46,273,285,285n3,286–88,
288n5,289–96,300–03,303n76,
304–06,308,338–41,341n13,341n17,
343,346,346n30,349,352–53,353n62,
353n64,354–55,355nn71–72,356–57,
359,366–67,367n4,367n7,368,
368n10,369–70,370nn22–23,371–72,
372n31,373–74,376–77,377n60,380,
380n2,381–83,388n22,390,391nn32–
33,395n45,401n1,402n3,404n4,
408–11,413–14,421,427–28,429n8,430,
431nn13–16,432,432nn17–18,433n22,
434–35,435nn26–27,436–37,437n33,
438–40,445,447,447n64,448–50,
450n87,451–55,481–82

AndronikosKomnenosbrotherofEmperor
ManuelIKomenos237

AndronikosKomnenosPalaiologosnephew
ofMichaelVIIIPalaiologos95,97,
114–15,484,488

 Dialogue with a Jew   95
 Verses on Virtues and Vices   95
AndronikosIIPalaiologosByzantine

emperor(1282–1328)101,172,179
AndronikosIIIPalaiologosByzantine

emperor(1328–1341)172
anecdote82,220,320,322,325–26,326n61,

331
animalstories388,390,393,428
AnkyratowninTurkey(todayAnkara)266
‘Abdal-MalikUmayyadcaliph(685–705)

292–93,304
‘Antarepichero301
anthology(-ies)235n2,325,351,357,428n3
antibolaionexactcopyofanoriginal

383n10,394
Antichristsee eschatology
AntigonoskingofPersia(characterinthe

Life of Aesop)330
Antioch110–12,408,450
Antiochus/-os
 characterinApollonius of Tyre   140
 characterintheLife of Alexander166–167
Anti-Taurosmountainrangeinsouthernand

easternTurkey266
antithesis opposition328,394
AntoninusPiusrömischerKaiser(138–161)

405n5
AntoniusDiogenesauthorofanancient

romance(2ndcentury)36,469
 The Incredible Adventures/Wonders beyond 

Thule36,469
aoiketos   unexploredworld165–67,173–74
apelates/aifrontierbandits,enemiesofDi-

genis111,262–63,265,269,272–73,
275,277n80,481,482n11

aphorism349n44,350n45,428
Aphrodite49–50,59,488
AphthoniusGreeksophistandrhetorician

(4thcentury)330
Apocalypses(7thcentury)192–93,193n14
 Syriac192–93,193n17,200,203
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Artemis32,469n26
Arthurianmatter/cycle(s)134–38
Arthur,KingcharacterinOld Knight   135
Asia
 CentralAsia/-an2,4,200
 AsiaMinor162,267,279,389,414n51
 see alsoAnatolia
Athens142,150,165,173,184,340,342,344
 Frankishduchyof142
AthosHolyMountain10,407,411,416,

416n61
audience8,11,14,23,25,30–32,44,44n20,45,

45n23,48,51–52,52n54,53,60–61,
68n8,96–97,102,107,109–10,114,116,
119,127,150,181,194,228,241,245,
275n70,287,289–91,319,380–81,
385–86,389,393,396,428,440,445,
451,467–69,472,474,479,479n2,
479n4,480,483–84,484n22,485

 courtly131n16,485–86
 fictional/intradiegetic319,482,485
 intended/implied254,463–65,470,485,

487–88,490
 mixed25
 primary/originary391,467,474,479,482,

485
AugustalioscharacterintheLife of Secundus   

349
aurality/aural31,51–52,472,472n37,474,489,

489n40,490
ʿAyyūqī70–73,71,75,81–83
 Varqa va Gulshāh 70–73,81–83,88–89
Azerbaijan76,79

Babrius,Latinauthorofanimaltales331
Babylon
 (onEuphrates)162,174–76,197
 (onNile=Cairo)144,148,174,176,316–17,

318n21,329
Baghdad2,10,294,304,355–56,409
Bahrām(Gūr)84–87
BalavarianiGeorgianversionofBarlaam 

and Ioasaph412n40,413n46,
414nn47–48,415

Balkans391
BanūHilālArabictribe285
BanūKilābArabictribe288,293–96,303,

305

ArāqītcharacterimIskandar-namā226–27
Arasṭāṭālīs216,225,228
 see alsoAristotle
archetype23–24,29,33,35–36,129,313,313n1,

314,318,327,329,354–55,371,395,446,
446nn61–62

ArcitecharacterofTeseida   143
aretalogysacredbiography318n23,322–23,

324n45
ArethasofCaesarea,Byzantinebishop,

theologianandscholar(9th/10th
century)482

Aretefila,ItaliandialogueaboutLove(16th
century)149

ArethousanymphinGreekmythology59
ArgyrokastronSilverCastle(imaginarycity

inLivistros and Rodamne)105,109
Ariosto,Ludovico134,134n26,30
 Orlando furioso 134
AristidesofMiletusGreekauthoroferotic

shortstories(2ndcenturyBC)322
 Milesiaka322
AristidesofAthensGreekphilosopher(2nd

century)405n6,419
 Apologia405n6,419
aristocracy132
 Byzantine/Constantinopolitan/military6,

47,53,137,269,465
 feudal146
Aristophanes/Aristophanic313,323,323n42
AristophanescharacterinPlato’sSymposium

25
Aristotle/Aristotelian23,32,41,161–62,166,

174–75,195,195n21,195n24,197–98,
202,211n6,214n20,216,220–21,223n58,
223n64,225,244,339,351,487

 Poetics23
Armenia/Armenians8,77,77nn53–54,78,

80,87n100,102,160,160nn8–13,162,
190,192,194,194n20,195,195n21,
195n24,196–97,202n57,265,265n21,
339,341,348,380n1,384n13

 see alsoPseudo-Callisthenes(PC)
Armouris,songofGreekvernacularepic

song264
ars amandisee Love
ArsakecharacterinHeliodorus’Aethiopica   

41,43
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BenoîtofSt-Maurenormanauthor(12th
century)129,238

 Roman de Troie6,11,129–33,133n25,238,
238n20,239

BertaofSulzbachGermanprincess,wifeof
ManuelIKomnenos237–38

Bible see HolyScriptures
Biblical163,176,206,248,276,369,416n62,

449,453
BidpaicharacterinKalīla wa Dimna429n8,

430–35
 fablesof(=Kalīla wa Dimna)389n27,

448–49
Bilawhar wa- Būḏāsf373,404n4,410–11,

413n47,414
 see alsoBarlaam and Joasaph
Bildungsroman   28
BilqīswifeofSolomon/Sulayman227
biography(-cal)7,29,34,36,76n47,95n4,

108n51,161,163–64,168,170,172,
200n49,201,237,262,274–75,275n70,
276,276n75,277,278n85,286,295,320,
323,325,325n55,326,340–41,343,
343n20,348,351,356,409n21,436–37,
439n41,446,453–54

 arrangement/structure118,118n73,168n39,
245,245n41,263,276

 fictional/imaginary6,8–9,313,321,381n4
 novelistic321
 open326
Bios161,329n72
 see alsosaint’s lives
Boccaccio,Giovanni129,139,142,142nn68–

69,143–45,279
 Filostrato 129
 Teseida, delle nozze d’Emilia142–43,279
 Filocolo144–45
BōdauthorofaSyriantranslationofKalīla 

wa Dimna429
BodhisattvafutureBuddha401,402n3,409
Boethius,Romansenator,consuland

philosopher(6thcentury)140
Boilas,Eustathios,Byzantinehighofficial

(11thcentury)390,390n29
Book of BirdsByzantinevernacularsatirical

poem(14thcentury)12
bookepigram382–84,392,394–95
border(s)-landsee frontier

BanūSulaymArabictribe293–95,305
barbarograecasee Greeklanguage
BarHebraeus,ChiefBishopoftheSyriac

OrthodoxChurch,historianand
theologian(13thcentury)353,353n62

 Chronicum syriacum   353
BarKochba,Jewishleaderofarevoltagainst

Rom353
BarachiascharacterinBarlaam and Ioasaph

407
Barlaam/Bilhavar8,392n37,401,403–05,407,

410
Barlaam and Ioasaph4,7–8,10,13,128,382,

382n8,392n37,401–26,437,452
 Manuscripts:
 Athos,cod.Iviron463420
 Athos,cod.Laur.K49417
 Augsburg,UniversityLibrary,OeW

CodI.1,2°1414n52,420
 Ferrara,Bibliotecaariostea,cod.II,108

415n53
 Florence,cod.Laur.plut.57,36415n53
 Halle,Morgendländ.Gesell.,cod.I.9410
 Jerusalem,Patriarch.Library,cod.georg.

140413
 Kiev,Ukrain,NationalLibrary,cod.V,3692

416
 Naples,BN,cod,VIII.b.10413n44
 Paris,BNF,Par.gr.1125416n60
 Paris,BNF,Par.gr.1128403,406,420
 Paris,BNF,paris.gr.1771417–18,418n70
 Patmos,StJohn’sMonastery,cod.8416n63
 Venice,Bibl.NazionaleMarciana,cod.gr.

VII,26417–18
 see alsoBalavariani, Kitab Bilawhar 

wa- Būḏāsf
BasilIByzantineemperor,firstofthe

Macedoniandynasty167,267,274
BasilIIBulgaroktonosByzantineemperor,

lastoftheMacedoniandynasty267
Basile,GiambattistaNeapolitanpoetand

talescollector(16th-17thcenturies)
32

al-Baṭṭālarabic/turkishhero293–94
BaybarsMamlukSultan(1259–1277)301
Belisarius   taleofByzantinevernacular

poem(late14thcentury)249,254
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translations,version)5,7–13,22,
32–33,40n2,41,45,52n54,54,56–57,
57n76,58,58n81,59n87,72n30,77n53,
88–89,95–96,96n5,107–08,116n66,
118,120,127,129,143,146,146n87,
159–60,163–64,164n21,165,167–68,
170–72,176,178–80,236,236nn5–6,
240,251–52,264–65,266n24,
268nn34–36,269n42,272–74,276–79,
295,315,325n55,329n73,330–31,350,
350n45,366,369,369n19,382–83,
387n17,388nn22–23,389,389nn25–26,
392,392n35,393,395–96,396n52,401,
412,415,431n16,436,436n31,448,451,
453–54,463–64,464n4,473,479,482,
482n14,483

  late-Byzantine5,7,11–12,40n2,95–120,
127,143,160,164,172,172n50,176,254,
264,278–79,329,350,350n47,396

  middle-Byzantine11n28,12,100,112n56,
164,167,168n39,267,382,382n8,
387–88,388n19,388n23,389,389n25,
390,393

  post-Byzantine9,160,278,397,437n33,
479

Byzantine Iliad (Diegesis)   6,12,118,234,237,
239–40,246–55

Byzantium1–2,2n5,3,3n14,6n20,8–10,85,
97,97nn7–8,98,100–01,109,138n49,
164,167–68,173,176,178–79,235n4,
236–37,264–65,267–68,274–75,292,
296,298–02,305,329,331–32,382n7,
387,388n18,391n32,393n37,396,
404n5,409,421,427,453–54,463,465,
466n10,467,470n27,472n37,473n43,
474n47,480,489

ByzasfellowofAlexandertheGreat,the
founderofByzantium173,176

CairocapitalofEgypt298,300–01,306n83
Caliphate/Caliph2,5,264–65,285,292–95,

298,304,358,414,438–39,439n40,440,
450,453

campaestheticstylebasedontheatricality
34

Candace,QueenofEthiopia(characterinthe
Life of Alexander)162,166,175,196,
199,218

Brahmins199,206
BriseidacharacterintheWar of Troy/Roman 

de Troie   130–31,131n16,247
BrutusAeneas’grandson(characterin

Wace’sBrut)130
BucephalusnameofAlexander’shorse

195n21
bucolic32,254
 poetry28
Buddha/Buddhism/Buddhist10,368,401,

401n1,402n3,404n5,409,411,421,431,
440

al-BukharīIslamicscholar(9thcentury)
436,436n31

BūrāndukhtAlexander’swifeinDārā-namā
217,227–28

BurzōēauthoroftheMiddlePersianversion
ofKalīla wa Dimna   370, 429n8,
430–31,431n13,433n21,434–37,440,
446

BuzurghmircharacterinKalīla wa Dimna
435,437

Busant,dermiddlehighGermanverse
narrative(13thcentury?)149

Byzantine(s)1–2,2n7,6–7,7n22,8–11,
11nn27–28,12–13,39–40,44,45n26,53,
78n55,97,100–01,104,108–10,112n56,
113–15,117–18,118n70,119,148n93,149,
161,163–65,165n27,167,170,178–79,
179n64,180–81,234,236,239,245,250,
252,252n59,253n60,254,262,264,
264n18,266–68,268nn35–36,269–73,
277–78,285,287–88,292–96,298,
300–02,305,329,332,342,349,380–81,
381n3,382,387–88,388n19,389–93,
396,414,417–18,437n33,449,451–52,
467,470,472,481,481n10,482,484,
489–90

 audience44,48,275n70,389,393,396
 court/aristocracy/culture101,137,246,

472–73,473n40,473n43,483
 Empire/Emperor2,5,11,46,48,78,101,110,

112,179,193,264,267,267n31,273,
275n72,293–94,298,301,304,390

 literature(texts,versions,writings,works,
biographies,chronicles,collections,
epic,hagiography,historiography,
narrative,poetry,rhetoric,romances,
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ChrétiendeTroyesFrenchwriter(12th
century)56,58n82,146

Christian(s)1–2,9–11,45n23,54n59,77n53,
78n56,80,97,100–01,105,105n42,132,
139,144–47,163–65,170–71,183,191,
193–94,194n20,201,203,210,210n4,
212–13,213n15,264,266n24,267–69,
273,275,275nn71–72,276–77,285,287,
294,322,332,342,349,349n42,351–54,
358–59,359n90,383,384n13,401–02,
404–07,414,421,445,463,468,470–72,
474n45

Christianity144,147,150,170,202,262,268,
275,275n71,276,295,332n90,359n90,
401–02,404–05,407,447

Christianization139–40,165,178–79,181,
213n15,354,453

chronicle(s)47–48,55,128,130,182–83,
238n19,239–40,244n38,250–51,
353n62,269n42,352–53,418

 middleByzantine12,180,235–37
 world163,171,180–82,417
 Sasanian/MiddlePersian80,210n5,212n10,

213,222n56
 Spanish144,265
chronotope/chronotopic34,89,100,100n23,
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261,263n14,382,480

   adaptation/version/translation
116n65,128,132–34,139,141,143,145,
146n85,150,159–60,165,238n20,239,
245n43,250n56,314n9,315n15,330,341,
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332,396,455–56,456n113

  koine   314,382,396,449,451,479–80
  learned/highbrow/archaizing329,465
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238–40,244–45,245n43,246–47,
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252

 poem(s)/epics12,97,272,481
 Iliad   54n63,234,236–37,240,266,277
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 al-Kalim al-ruhāniyya fī l-ḥikam al-
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Iqbāl-nāmathesecondpartofNiẓāmīʼs

Iskandar-nāma   219n41, 220–21,
221n51,223

Iran/Iranian/Iranianess/iranicise/iranization
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monkandphilosopher(13thcentury)
467,467nn17–18

Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, storyof369
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98n13,101,108,129–30,138n52,139,141,
160,171,176,178–80,190–92,234–35,
238,250n56,315,321,338–39,339n1,
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theByzantine Iliad)236,247–48,
250–51,254

Meroeancientcityontheeasternbankof
theNile29,162

Mesopotamia174,176,267
metanarrative/meta-literary23,30–32,332,

483–84
metaphrases315,396n51

magic/magical(cont.)
 plant435
 ring117,145
 magician215n25,274,405
 witches96,117–18
Maghreb/-ib(ian)85,373
Mahābhārata,Sanskritepicpoem87,429n8,

431
MaḥmūdofGhaznaGhaznavidSultan

(998–1030)67–68,71,225n71
Majnūn81–82,82n74,83
MakrembolitesEumathios39–41,41n7,43,

46–47,49n41,52–53,55n65,56,56n73,
58,60,100n19,102,104,463,465–66,
468,468nn19–21,468n23,469–70

Hysmine and Hysminias   39,46,48–50,57–58,
60,463,465,465n9,466,468–69

MalakopeacityinCappadocia266
MalaxosManuilGreekcopyistinConstanti-

nople(16thcentury)182
 Chronicle of1570182–83
MaloryThomas146
ManassesConstantineByzantinewriter(12th

century)12,39–40,40n3,47–48,
49n44,53,55,55n67,58,237,237n12,
237n16,238,238n16,239–40,244n38,
250–52,252n59,418,463,473n43

 Aristandros and Kallithea   39,55,58,463,
465

 Chronicle (Synopsis Chronike)   12,47–48,55,
237,239,244n38,250–51,418

Manichaeism/Manichaeans401,437,437n34,
439n41

al-Manṣūr‘AbbāsidKhalif(754–775)438–39,
439n42,440

ManuelIKomnenosByzantineemperor
(1143–1180)47n32,55,237–38,260,
270–71,463n2,482,482n15

ManzikertcityineasternTurkey270
MarQardaghlegendarySassanidprince352
MarrakeshcityinMorocco289
Mar(=Saint)Sabamonasterynear

Jerusalem408,417–19
martyrsacts
 Christian359
 pagan345
 see alsoActa Alexandrinorum
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MousosArabictranslatorofthePersianBook 
of Sindbad (=Mūsāb.‘Īsāal-Kisrawī)  
367n4,369–70,383n10,391,391n33

MousourosDigenis’sfatherintheEversion
ofDigenis Akritis265

Mpergades(orBergadis)
 Apokopos Cretanrhymedpoem(early15th

century)404n5
MubashshiribnFātik(Arabicauthor,11th

cent.)205n68
 Selection of Maxims205n68
MuḥammadProphet71,228,286,288
multilingual/multicultural/-ism1,3,31,383,

454
MusaeusGreekepicpoet(5th/6thcentury),

39
 Hero and Leander   39
Mūsāb.‘Īsāal-KisrawītranslatorofSindbād 

Nāma intoArabic(9thcentury)370,
370n22,371–72,377,377n60,391n33

Muses313,317,324,324n45,327
Muslim(s)1–2,68n8,71,75,144–47,212n10,

215n25,220,226n79,227,268,277,287,
293,298–99,304n77,353,373,439,481

MuẓaffarʿAmīdAbūal-Fatḥgovernorof
Isfahan,dedicateeofVīs-u Rāmīn   
73–74

Myrmidonslegendarypeople,commanded
byAchilles241,244

MyrtanecharacterinLivistros and Rodamne   
102,109

mythistoria   467n17

NachorcharacterinBarlaam and Ioasaph
404–05,405n6

NachshabiIndianpoet366–67
 Tutinameh(theBookoftheParrot)

366–67
NāhīdcharacterinShāh-nāma215–16
Naples119,148
narrative/narration7,9–10,12–13,23–31,

31n27,32–36,41,43–44,46,48–49,51,
57,69–70,72,77n54,80,82,82n73,84,
84nn88–89,97,100,100n23,102,
102n29,103,108–15,119–20,127,130–32,
162,162n17,163,165,167–68,170,
178–79,179n64,180,214–15,218,220–21,
224,

Metiochos and Parthenopefragmentary
Greeknovel(1st-2ndcentury)9,70

MetochitesTheodorosByzantinescholarand
statesman(14thcentury)110

MichaeltheSyrianpatriarchoftheSyrian
OrthodoxChurch,chronicler(12th
century)352

 Chronicle352
MichaelVIIIPalaiologosByzantineemperor

101,179,484,488
microtexts428,435–36
Mihīn-BānūtheQueenofArrān(character

inKhusrau va Shīrīn)   77,77n54,78–79
mime35,322,324,324n46,325,472
 genre
MirdāsidsArabiclocaldynastyrulingin

Aleppo(1024–1080)296
mirrorforprinces85,145,218,392,392n37,

406,409n21,419,440–41,451,454
misogyny/-ist112,323,350
Mischlé SandabarHebrewversionofthe

Book of Sindbad(13thcentury)
366–67

monotheism/monotheistic163,166,211,
217n34,220–22,409n21,445,451

Monthspersonifications105,105n42
morality(andthenovel)463,470–71
MoreaPeloponnese133,238n20
 Frankish134n26,139,239
Moses226n69,248,276
motifs8,11–12,40,40n3,44,45n23,46,53,

54nn59–61,69,75,76n46,81–83,
86n93,87–89,89n103,98,101,107,
108n47,109,109n52,111,113,118,133,139,
140nn59–60,147,148n91,168,171n50,
193,194n19,199n42,211–12,214n20,216,
216n26,218,224,248–49,253n60,
268n34,272n51,272n53,273,273n59,
274,276–77,299,304,319,319n25,323,
323n38,323n42,324,324n46,325,328,
344,365,375n49,376–77,389n24,393,
404n5,420,469n26

 epic72
 fairy-tale115,279
 iconographic2
 literary3,3n14,112n56,113,322,344
 narrative3,3n12,115
MouselomDigenis’ancestor265,302
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Naturaallegoricalfigure104
Navāʾī,ʿAlīShīrTimuridpoet(15thcentury)

86
Nectanebo(orNectenabo)Egyptian

Pharaoh(characterintheLife of 
Alexander)161,165–66,173,215n25,
313,317,328–29

Neo-Platonic29–30,32
Neo-Pythagorean36
NestorianfollowerofNestorius(5thcentury)

191,193n17,194,351
(New)Rome(=Constantinople)165,167
NiceneCreed275n71
NiketasChoniatesByzantinehistorian

(12th-early13thcentury)275n71
 Thesaurus orthodoxae fidei275n71
NikomediacityinBithynia266
NinivehAssiriancityofUpperMesopotomia

351,351n50
Ninos’novelfragmentaryancientnovel(1st

century)26
Niẓāmad-dīnŠāmīTurco-Mongolhistorian

(late14thcentury)411
Niẓāmal-MulkSeljukvizier(11thcentury)

86
 Siyāsat-nāma (“BookofGovernance”)85
Niẓāmī-yiGanjavī  72n26, 75–77,79–89,114,

214,219–25,229
 Haft Paykar (SevenBeauties)77,84,

86–88,113
 Iskandar nāma   77,214,219–20,222
 Khusrau va Shīrīn   76–77,79–80,84–85,88
 Layli o Majnun   77,80,82,87–88
 Makhzan al-asrār(Thetreasuryofsecrets)

76
Norman55n65,130,238
 Sicily454
North(ern)Africa4,190,298,373
novel(-istic)238,251,273–74,277,321–22,

381,381n4,382
 ancientGreek/Hellenistic/erotic,5,8–9,

21–36,39–41,43,46,53,56–57,60,69,
69n9,70,89,89n103,99–100n23,102,
128,274,318,321–22,322n35,322n37,
323n38,328n69,463,465–66,466n10,
467

 comic-realistic/picaresque27,33–35,321

narrative/narration(cont.)226,235,237,
240–42,245,245n41,248–51,252n59,
253,262–63,267,273,287–88,294,
304n77,313,315–23,325,327–28,
328n70,329,331,343–45,370–74,
376–77,381–82,382n7,384,388,
391–92,392n35,392n37,394–96,
427–28,428n4,429,432,432n19,
433–36,438,440–41,443,450,452,
466–69,471–72,472n36,485,487–89

 chronotope473
 comic-realistic/picaresque33,35,321
 didactic6
 episodic263,325,331,467
 fictional7,9,12–13,238,389–90
 frame9,84,102,107,109,304,365,371,373,

377,382,382n8,384,394,394n41,429,
429n8,430,432–36,438,443–45,451,
486

 literature4–5,9,102,102n28,108–09,113,
159,215,445n54,490

 intervals471
 mode44,103,108,111
 motifs3,3n12,115
 novelistic44
 poem47,76–77,214
 setting/context23,26,39,98,112
 situation/topos 21–22,51
 space98,100,115,118,328
 structure/organization10,45,98,102,118,

163,170,246n49,326,340,382,432,452,
455,469n26,483,485

 tradition5,8,12,99,248,251,275n70,342,
452n98,485

 voice29,31,486,488
narrateeaddresseeofthenarrator30–31
narrativity5
narrator/narratorial23,30–31,34,36,44,

48–49,75,102,104,109–10,224n69,
225–28,253,262,322,469,483,484n22,
488,490

 authorial484,486–88
 external/extradiegetic22,22n5,30–31
 intrafictive485
 omniscient49,327
nationalhero273,279
Nativitas et Victoria Alexandri Magni
 see Pseudo-Callisthenes(PC)Latin
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 transmission369,480,483
OrosiusMasterFrenchilluminator(15th

century)140
OrsiniJohnDespoteofEpirus178
 see alsoJohnKomnenosAngelosDoukas
Ottinelo e GiuliastoryofItalianpoem(15th

century)149
Ottoman
 Empire13,171,181–84
 Turkish70,76,88n100,181
OvidLatinpoet(1stcenturyBC)344
 Metamorphoses   344

Pahlavi/PehleviMiddlePersian,court
languagetilltheIslamicconquestof
Persia10,74,190–91,210,369,371,410

palaces69,96,103,166,198,203–04,236,247,
249,251,292,294,299,402,404

 descriptionof12,84–85,100,111,117,175,
269,269n42,272,276,300

 see alsoallegorical,castle
Palaiologan
 period/era(13th-15th-centuryByzantium)

97–98,120,160,329,331
 (vernacular)romances12,60,60n89,128,

172,234,252n59,278–79,279n91
Palaiologos(Byzantineimperialdynasty)
 AndronikosII101,172,179
 AndronikosIII172
 JohnV180
 MichaelVIII179
 AndronikosKomnenosPalaiologos95,97,

114–15,484,488
PalamedescharacterinOld Knight/Byzan -

tine Iliad   135n4,136,136n41,244,250
PalemonecharacterofTeseida   142–43
Pañcatantra/ProtopañcatantraIndian

collectionoftales10,370,370n24,
428,429n8,430,430n11,431,440–41,
443,451n92

PandruklosPatroclus,Achilles’faithful
friend239,241,243–44,248–49

Pansophiosmartyr349
parable(s)140,221,325,404,410,411n27,

413n47,419,428,437,437n33,443,
452n98

paradise
 Christian101

 Komnenian/12thcentury39–61,62n95,99,
116,274,274n65,463–67,470,470n28,
471–72,472n37,473n42,474,479n11,
489n42

 Latin33
 pastoral28
 see alsofiction,romances
NūshābacharcterinNiẓāmīʼsSharaf- nāma

220,220n44

OdysseuscharacterintheOdyssey30,272
OedipuscharacterinGreekmythology344,

344n24
Office of Blessing of Water on Epiphany  

liturgicalritualoftheEasternCurch
276

oikoumenetheknownworld4
Okeanos/Oceanusriverenclosingtheworld

166,173,195n24
Old Knight6,134–38
Olympiangods96
OlympiasAlexandertheGreat’smother

161–62,165–66,173–75,195n21,197,
203n62,215,215n25,274

Olympicgames161,165,167–68,173,195n21,
195n23

One Hundred and One Nights   366,367n7,368,
372

One Thousand and One Nights/Arabian Nights   
149, 287,303–04,304n77,306,366,
368–69,372–73

Oneirokritikon   dream-book390
Ophelionslavetrader(characterintheLife of 

Aesop)317,328
opposition32,217,328
oral/orality3,10,97,149,216n27,242n35,

289–90,314,325,369n17,472n37,480,
485,485n25,487–89,489n40,490

 delivery484,490
 epicsongs/style263–64
 folksongs107,481
 material(folk)270,320
 performances264,289
 residues490,490n46
 tales324,326,483
 tradition(epic)79,86n93,88,128,210,224,

263,445,445n54,446,481–82,482n11,
482n13
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 MiddlePersian4–5,10,74,190–91,210,213,
213n15,369–70,370n23,371–74,376–77,
377n62,383,410–11,427–29,429n6,
429n8,430n11,431,431n13,431n16,
432n17,433n21,435,437,444

 NewPersian74–75,210,212n10,213,213n15,
448

 see alsoDari,Pahlavi
PersiusLatinpoetandsatirist(1stcentury)

21
personifications12,100n12,103–04
 see alsoMonths,Virtues
Petrarca,Francesco139
Petritzes,Ignatiosmonk,authorofthe

rhymedversionofDigenis Akritis(17th
century)278n83,483

PetroniusArbiter33–35,321,326,473n40
 Satyricon   33–35,321
PetrusAlfonsijewishSpanishphysician447
 Disciplina clericalis   447
Pforr,AntonGermanchurchmanand

translator(15thcentury)447
 Buch der Beispiele   447
PhaedrusRomanfabulist,versifierof

Aesop’stales326
PhaidrokatzacharacterinVelthandros and 

Chrysantza   112–13
PheaciansmythologicalpeopleinHomer’s

Odyssey30
PhilesManuelByzantinepoet(14thcentury)

95–97,114,404n5,490,490n43
PhilipofMacedoniaAlexander’stheGreat

father161,165,173,195n21,215,215n25,
217,219n42

 see also Faylaqūs;Fīlqūs
PhilippitowninMacedonia173
PhilipposthePhilosopherByzantineauthor

(12thcentury)470
PhilogelosGreekcollectionofjokes(4th

century)331
PhiloncharacterintheLife of Alexander   173,

175
PhilopapposKingofCommagene(1st-2nd

centuries)265n21
Philopappousapelates(characterinDigenis 

Akritis)265,265n21
PhilostratusGreekwriter(2nd-3rdcentu-

ries)21

paradise(cont.)
 earthly163,165,171–72,174–75,222n53
 profane/erotic100,109
para-literature(-literary)entertaining

literature21–22,24
paratext/paratextual382,394–95,464,

464n5,466
paraphrase58–59,145,251–52,275n71,

329n74,351–52,396,396nn50–51,455
Pardos,GregoryByzantinerhetorician

(11th-12thcenturies)466
ParischaracterintheByzantine Iliad, War of  

Troy, Roman de Troie   131,173,234,
236–38,240,244,246n49,247–51,
251n57,253–54

parody(-ic)25,27–28,34–35,44,44n22,100,
260,322,323n38,328n69,332,471,474

Parthian(s)75,88–89,89n102
PatrizideChersoDomenico455
 Del governo dei regni   455
patronage/patrons47,47n32,48,53,55,68,

71,74,76,130,178n58,237n12,240,381,
383,388,390,392,465,465n7,474

Paulician(s)dualisticChristiansect265–66
Pediasimos,JohnByzantinechurchman,

scholarandphysician(13th-14th
centuries)350,350n47

Penelope272
performance/performativity/-ve10–11,28,

34–35,51–52,52n54,57,60,102n32,
264,289,291,472,472n37,473,473n44,
474,474n46,479,479n1,482–85,489,
489n42,490

periphery269,388
PerseussonofDanaeheroofGreek

mythology248
Persia/Persian(s)4–5,8–10,13,67,70–71,

71n24,72,72n30,75–76,77n53,78n56,
82,84,84n87,85–89,89n103,108,
108n48,113–14,128,137,149,161–62,
166,172–75,191,193,195n24,196,198,
200,204,210,210n5,211,211n6,212,
214–15,216n27,217n28,218,220,
228–29,286–88,300–01,304–05,316,
318,330,339–40,366–67,367n6,368,
370,380,380n2,381,383,390–91,
391n33,392,395n45,430–31,435,
435n26,436,438–39,439n40,440,443,
451
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 tradition/culture13,120,133
 see alsofolk
Porus/FūzKingofIndia(characterinthe

Life of Alexander)162,166,175,199,
204

PorsonbattleofbattlebetweenByzantine
andArabs863265,266n27

Poseidon49
PothosLonging(personificationinLivistros 

and Rodamne)103
PrainetoscityinBithynia266
PriamkingofTroy(characterinthe

Byzantine Iliad)247–51,254
ProdromosTheodoreByzantinepoetand

scholar(12thcentury)39–41,41n7,
46–47,49–51,51nn51–52,54–55,99,
107,463,465,470,472–73,473nn40–43,
474n46

 Rodanthe and Dosikles   39,49–50,54,463,
465

progymnasmata fore-exercises,partofthe
rhetoricaltraining12,322,466

prologue/preface102,102n28,109–10,110n54,
114,130,132,241,244,245n39,262,271,
273n59,278,329,329n74,331,366,369,
382–83,383n10,385,391–92,394,412,
427–28,430,430n9,434–35,435nn26–
27,436,436n28,436n31,437–38,
438n38,440,446,446n61,449–50,453,
453n103,454–55,483–84,484n19,
485–88

protospathariosByzantinecourtdignity
388n19,390

Proust,Marcel23
proverb(s)74,375,375n53,376,389,428
Psalmssee HolyScriptures
PsellosMichaelByzantinepolymathand

scholar(11thcentury)274,388n23,
465,467,467nn15–16

Pseudo-Callisthenes(PC)GreekAlexander 
Romance(3rdcentury)161,190–92,
192n11,194,194n20,95,197,199,201,
203,203n62,206,210–11,213,215n25

 –Arabic190,197n34,200–01,201n54,
202–03,206

 –Armenian190,192,194,194n20,195,
195nn21–24,195n26,196,196nn32–33,
197,197n35,197n38,202n57

PhotiospatriarchofConstantinopleand
scholar(9thcentury)36,274,465,
469n26,470n29

 Bibliotheca   274,469n26
Phrygia/Phrygian173,315,328
PhysiologusdidacticChristiantext(3th

century)331,389n27,390,390nn30–
31,448

physiology346
physis161,345–46
picaro/picaresque319
 novel33–35,321
Pierre de Provence et la belle Maguelone   11,

148–50
Pithāōs/Mitāwūs/Mitāwusallegedly

ambassadorofAlexander198,
203nn63–64,205

Planoudeasee Life of Aesop
PlanoudesMaximos,Byzantinemonkand

scholar,translatorfromLatininto
Greek(13thcentury)58–59,59n88,
98n13,110,116n65,117,315,329,
329nn73–74,330

Plato/-onic25,41,82,221,223,223n62,
223n64,244,329,340,358,487

 Gorgias   329
 Phaedrus   29
 Symposium   25
Plutarch346,348
 Placita   346,348
PodandoscityinCilicia266
PolykratestyrantofSamos69
 see alsoFuluqrāṭ
polyphony(-ic)23–24,27,30–31,41,104n41,

129,136
PolyphemosKyklops42,44
PolyxenecharacterintheWar of Troy/

Roman de Troie   173,238,244,245n43,
248

popular73,84n87,144,229,260,287,289,
293,320,323,325

 literature/text/genre22,28,30–32,87,
225–26,251,288,329,331,340,348n38,
396

 language263,314
 philosophy338,351,351n48
 romance/fiction/narrative/epic/tales97,

150,201,286,288,326
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QaysoriginalnameofMajnūn81
queerumbrellatermforsexualandgender

minorities34
question-and-answer341,346,348,351,357,

384
Qur’ān/Quranic202,205nn66–67,210
QuzmāncopyistofanArabicversionofthe

AlexanderRomance(17thcentury)
201,201n54,203,206,213n15

 Sīrat al-Malik Iskandar Dhūlqarnayn 
(BiographyofKingAlexander,the
Two-Horned)   200,200n49,201,
201n54,213n15

 see alsoPseudo-Callisthenes(PC)Arabic

RabbiJoelauthorofaHebrewversionof
Kalīla wa Dimna   447

Racine,JeanFrenchpoet(17thcentury)32
Rāmīn73–74–75
ransommotif372
Raqqa/RachecityineasternSyria266
RaymondofBéziersphysician,authorofa

LatintranslationofKalīla wa Dimna
onthebasisoftheSpanishversion
(early14thcentury)447

 Liber regius   447,447n65
readers/readership7,22,27,29–30,33,36,41,

44,48,51,55,59,68n6,127–28,133,136,
140,143,145,149–50,161,171,181,184,
194,220,236,245–46,253,276n75,289,
291,292n28,321,329,347–48,381–83,
383n10,391,395–96,419,428,440,444,
451–52,464,466,468–70,487–88

 intended115,131,464n4
read/-ing116,128,149,241n33,380,391,393,

480,484–86,486n28,487
 audience/public14,319,380–81,388–89,

393,396
 aloud/public10,25,31,51–53,289,289n21,

290–91,479,487
 silent/private291,489–90
 see alsolisten
reception/receivers6,13,24,28,30–32,34,

86–87,89,102,102n32,110n54,116,119,
163,181,286,319,329–31,356,358,436,
437n33,465–66,466n10,467,468n21,
472,472n37,474,479,479n4,480,
480n5,482–83,485,488,490

Pseudo-Callisthenes(PC)GreekAlexander 
Romance(3rdcentury)(cont.)

 –Ethiopic200,200n47,201,201n53,203
 –Latin190–92
 IuliusValeriusPolemius(4thcent.)191
  LeoArchipresbyter,Nativitas and 

Victoria Alexandri Magni/Historia de 
Preliis(10thcent.)192

 –Persian(NewPersian,see alsoFirdawsi)
200,202n61

 –Pahlavi/MiddlePersian(hypothetical
intermediaryversion)190–91

 –Syriac190–91,191n4,191nn8–9,192–93,
193n14,193n17,194,194nn19–20,195,
195nn21–25,196,196nn27–28,
196nn30–31,196n33,197,197n36,
197n38,198,198nn40–41,199,
199nn43–44,200,200nn46–49,201–02,
202n57,206

 see alsoAlexander Romance, Life of 
Alexander

Pseudo-Methodiosanonymapocalyptictext
(7thcentury),attributedtothe
ChurchFatherMethodiosofOlymp
(4thcentury)165,193

 Revelations/Apocalyps165,193
Pseudo-Zonaras417
 Lexikon   417
Ptochoprodromos (Poor Prodromos) poemsof

vernacularpoems(12thcentury),at-
tributedtoTheodoreProdromos260,
271,331,465n7,479,482n15

Ptolemaioi/Ptolemaicperiod(305–30BC)
159,320

PtolemaioscharacterintheLife of Alexander
173

PtolemyClaudiusGreekastronomer(2nd
century)353

Pucci,AntonioItalianpoet(14thcentury)
141
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